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ABSTRACT 



European structures of qualification levels were examined 
through a review of reports on recent developments in Germany, Spain, France, 
the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. The examination focused on the 
following topics: the scope of the national frameworks; the definition of 
standards and qualifications; the definition of levels in qualification 
frameworks; development and maintenance of standards and qualifications; 
classification of qualifications at the tertiary level; and the European 1985 
five-level framework and the national structures. None of the countries 
studied had a classification system consisting of one unique (monopolistic) 
set of qualifications serving as a reference frame to certify a wide variety 
of learning and work experience at an exhaustive range of levels. England and 
France came the closest. The analysis of the countries studied and their 
approach to level frameworks was said to underline a general need for 
establishing such frameworks at least on the national level to ensure 
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transparency and coherence. (The following items are appended; (1) 136 
references; (2) the text of the European five-level framework; (3) the 
description format of national classification systems; (4) a description of 
the International Standard Classification of Education- 97 levels, 
classification criteria, and subcategories; and (5) a list of abbreviations 
and acronyms . ) (MN) 
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Preface 



In all European Member States and highly industrialised countries, the struc- 
ture of the labour force and the organisation of work are continuously changing. 
Technological, economic, social and educational developments, and the need 
for flexibility and more active and creative multi-skilled workers, as well as the 
reduction in the number of hierarchical levels in companies, strongly influence 
labour force structures. Education and training systems are challenged by 
these developments. They are expected to contribute actively to the creation 
of employment and jobs, and the restructuring of work organisation, and to 
reconsider the structure of qualification levels, etc. How precisely do these 
systems respond to structural changes in the labour force and work organi- 
sation? How do they take into account or contribute to these structural economic 
changes? More particularly, how do national qualification systems respond to 
these changes in terms of the number and definition of levels, types and char- 
acter of qualifications? 

In 1997, Unesco made an effort to revise the international standard classi- 
fication of education (ISCED). ISCED had been designed as an instrument 
suitable for assembling, compiling and presenting education statistics, both 
within individual countries and internationally. The revision, undertaken by 
Unesco in close cooperation with the OECD and Eurostat, led to a revision of 
ISCED. The revised classification tried to achieve a balance between educa- 
tional provisions and VET provisions (^). For this reason, Cedefop and Euro- 
stat developed a field of vocational training structure, which is basically an 
economic sector based classification of training programmes (2). 

Cedefop emphasised the need for a reassessment of the 1985 European 
Communities five-level structure of training and qualification levels (3). 

Does the European Community’s five-level structure, which was retained 
by the Council in 1 985 in terms of number and definition of levels, deliver suffi- 
cient criteria for classification? 

Does the system sufficiently reflect present and future developments in 
education/training, in employment and changing work organisation and does 
it permit a cross-country or even a European-wide comparison and observa- 



(^) See Annex 5. 

(2) Fields of training (manual), Cedefop and Eurostat, Thessaloniki and Luxembourg, 1999. 
PI See Annex 2. 
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tion of current and future trends? 

In the light of socioeconomic changes and new challenges for education 
policy and lifelong learning, it may be that stakeholders, policy-makers, social 
partners and educationalists in the Member States increasingly question the 
European five-level structure. To what extent, if at all, does this 1 985 five-level 
structure still respond to these needs and should it be adapted to the changes 
which have occurred during the past 1 5 years? 

To prepare and feed this policy debate, and in response to Cedefop’s own 
work programme, this study was launched during the 1 998 plenary meeting of 
Ciretoq, Cedefop’s network for research cooperation on trends in occupations 
and qualifications. 

It was agreed that an in-depth study of five national vocational education 
and training structures should be undertaken and cover three fields: 

(a) an analysis of the characteristics of national qualification frameworks 
(number and definition of levels, definition of qualifications, criteria for 
classification, procedures for updating qualifications); 

(b) an analysis of the similarities and differences between the national 
frameworks and the 1985 European five-level structure; 

(c) an assessment of whether the European structure of qualification levels 
is being applied in the respective EU Member States and, if so, how 
and to what extent. 

The study identifies trends and developments in some Member States in 
relation to national frameworks and their role in education/training and the 
labour market. It will feed the debate on whether, and to what extent, an update 
of the European five-level structure is relevant. It will support the decision- 
making process on the future of a European reference framework for training 
and qualification levels. 

The study was conducted on behalf of Cedefop by CINOP(\he Dutch Centre 
for the Innovation of Education and Training), by Joop Nafzger and Anneke 
Westerhuis, the latter ensured the technical-scientific coordination and the 
editing of this synthesis report in cooperation with BIBB (the German Federal 
Institute for Vocational Training), Richard Koch and Jochen Reeling; the Tech- 
nical University of Berlin (Institute for VET and Further Education), Gunter Heit- 
mann; Fundacion CIREM (the Spanish Foundation Centre for European Initia- 
tives and Research in the Mediterranean j, Joan-Anton Bruna; CEREQ (the 
French Centre for Study and Research on Qualifications), Annie Boeder, Jean- 
Louis Kirsch and Thomas Coupie; and QCA (the Qualifications and Curriculum 
Authority for England and Wales), Tim Oates. 

The study covers five countries/European regions: Germany, Spain, France, 
the Netherlands and England and Wales. The contributions on country-specific 



developments and outcomes are published in Volume 2 by Cedefop. These 
present an introduction to recent developments, discuss perceived problems 
relating to national standards, qualifications and classifications and form the 
basis for this report. Volume 3 focuses on recent developments in higher educa- 
tion concerning levels and qualification structures: these are marked by increasing 
differentiation yet also by a certain convergence in terms of a European and 
international comparability. This expertise, courtesy of Gunter Heitmann from 
the Technical University of Berlin, complements both Volumes 1 and 2. 

These reports should be viewed as expert contributions elaborated by 
CINOP and the authors under their own responsibility. The views expressed 
are not necessarily those of Cedefop, nor of the other participating institutes. 



Stavros Stavrou 

Deputy Director 



Burkart Sellin 

Project Coordinator 
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1. Introduction 



1.1. Definition of concepts 

One of the first questions to be answered when analysing and comparing clas- 
sification systems is which framework(s) of each country should be included 
in the study. The definition and scope of classification frameworks vary greatly 
between ED Member States. What exactly is classified in a framework? How 
closely is the qualification framework linked to educational standards and the 
respective education and training system? 

In England and Wales, the government, following the Dearing review of 
qualifications for 16-1 9 -year-olds, introduced a national framework covering 
general secondary education, vocational education and training, post-initial 
training, work-based learning and prior learning (1 998). Spain is working towards 
the introduction of a similarly comprehensive classification framework, while 
in France the introduction of an all-encompassing framework is being proposed 
to parliament. Germany, in contrast, does not have a comprehensive classifi- 
cation framework, nor is it working on one. Germany identifies a number of 
types of vocational education: 

(a) education for the so-called recognised VET occupations (staatlich 
anerkannte Ausbildungsberufe ) ; 

(b) full-time and school-based programmes for the so-called educational 
occupations (Schul- or Fachschulberufe); 

(c) national and federal state regulated continuing training occupations 
( Weiterbildungsberufe ) ; 

(d) tertiary education programmes (Fach- and Hochschulberufe). 

Together, these education categories might be regarded as an implicit frame- 
work of qualification levels. 

The position of the Netherlands is somewhere between England and 
Germany. It identifies two qualification frameworks; a formalised structure 
covering secondary vocational education programmes and an implicit struc- 
ture for higher professional education, being a part of ‘higher education’ (hoger 
onderwijs). As in England, the aim is to use secondary vocational qualification 
standards for the assessment of prior learning as well as for continuous voca- 
tional training provisions. Both systems have their own procedures for devel- 
oping standards and qualifications. 
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In France, the current grades of the Ministry of Education are the most tradi- 
tional route to a qualification. They are organised (classified) within an archi- 
tecture of levels and fields, which have a strong influence on other classifica- 
tion systems, both inside and outside the education system. Reform is on its 
way in Spain. A bill has been presented to the national assembly, proposing to 
set up a cohesive, comprehensive system in the form of a national catalogue 
of vocational certifications. The present three systems —state certifications, 
accredited ones (titres homologues) and vocational qualification certificates 
(certificats de qualifications professionnelles, COP)— will be eligible for regis- 
tration in this national catalogue. A national commission for vocational qualifi- 
cations will manage the system and will also set up a new system of qualifica- 
tion levels. 

To simplify matters, we applied two criteria against which the selection of 
frameworks for classifying qualifications can be studied: 

(a) a focus on systems incorporating qualifications that are (also) used to 
denote the results (and the achieved goals) of vocational education at 
national level; 

(b) a focus on all levels identified in vocational education, from pre-voca- 
tional training and crafts training to technical and higher vocational 
education, including university education. 

When analysing and comparing classification frameworks, it is important 
that a number of concepts are accurately defined. The following definitions are 
used for this report. A ‘standard’ defines the outcome of a learning/experience 
process. A standard reflects what the (future) employee/professional must know 
and be able to apply in professional practice, as laid down in documents and 
recognised by public authorities and/or social partners. Standards can be stip- 
ulated in awards^ exit qualifications, certificates, diplomas or other evidence 
of a study programme. This is the case in Spain, France, Germany and the 
Netherlands). Standards can also be geared to assessing someone’s work or 
practical experience (England) ('*). 

A ‘unit’ is defined as one of a series of components (modules) of a course 
or training programme that entitle the person in question to a certificate provided 
these are formally recognised by competent bodies. While modules might be 
defined by schools or training providers to structure a particular course, units 
are formally recognised and awarded components. 



{^) It should be noted that the word ‘standard’ might be interpreted slightly differently in the various coun- 
tries, In England and Wales and in the Netherlands, a standard is regarded as a statement concerning 
a specific competence. In France and Spain, a standard is regarded more as a comprehensive set 
of competences. This difference should be noted while reading this report. 
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A ‘qualification’ is defined as a formal recognition of a standard or a set 
of standards expressed by a certificate, diploma or other evidence. It is deliv- 
ered when it has been made clear, through an assessment process, that stan- 
dards are achieved. A qualification indicates that a person acquired a certifi- 
cate, either through work experience or after having successfully completed 
a course or programme, entitling this person to obtain a diploma or some 
other form of official recognition of value to the labour market or to further 
education. 



1.2. Research method and approach 

The research was undertaken in three phases. In the first phase, the 
national classification frameworks were identified using a common format 
(see Annex 2). The format focused on the history of the development of the 
frameworks, the definition of standards as applied by each country, the proce- 
dures for developing and approving the standards, and the number of, and 
definition for, the levels used in the system. National systems were studied in 
greater detail in two case studies. Two sectors were selected for these case 
studies: the building sector and the healthcare sector. Apart from shedding 
light on the problematic use of level criteria in England and Wales and in the 
Netherlands, the case studies provided no relevant information for the three 
fields to be covered in the synthesis report. Therefore, there are no specific 
references to these case studies in this report. 

The similarities and differences between national systems and the Euro- 
pean five-level training structure were described, as well as the extent to which 
this almost 20-year-old classification system is still applied. ISCED-97 served 
as an additional frame of reference (s). 

This first phase resulted in seven reports: six national studies (Germany 
(two studies), France, Spain, England and Wales and the Netherlands) and a 
study on qualification-level developments in tertiary education. 

In the second phase, the similarities and differences between national struc- 
tures and classification systems were analysed at a two-day conference, during 
which the aspects below were paid particular attention: 

(a) the number and description of levels in the respective frameworks for 
the classification of qualifications and the implicit and/or explicit criteria 
used for the definition of levels and their characteristics: 



(5) Internationa! Standard classification of education 1997, Unesco, Paris, 1997; Classifying educational 
programmes, manual for ISCED-97 implementation in OECD countries, OECD, Paris, 1999. 
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(b) the description of pathways by which a person can acquire a qualifi- 
cation; 

(c) the position of standards within the continuum of vocational education 
provisions, on the one hand, and within employment and occupational 
hierarchies, on the other: they could be formulated in occupational or 
educational terms or in relevance for entrance to certain jobs or profes- 
sional positions; 

(d) the mechanisms and procedures for the development of standards, 
new occupations and professions formulated as training objectives; 

(e) the implicit and explicit criteria used for the definition of units and qual- 
ifications. 

The results of this analysis form the main basis of this report. A draft version 
was presented to the authors of the individual studies and the conclusions 
were discussed during the third and last phase of the study. Bibliographical 
details concerning this report and the six reports prepared by the partner insti- 
tutes are included in Annex 1 . 



Anneke Westerhuis 

CINOP 
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2. The scope of national 
qualification frameworks 



The structures included in the study vary in terms of definition and scope 
between the five Member States. The following picture emerges when these 
differences are described in greater detail. With the national qualifications 
framework designed by Sir Ron Dearing, England, Northern Ireland and Wales 
use a common descriptive structure covering all general, vocational, and occu- 
pational qualifications (®). It is designed as a framework to which qualifications 
are submitted for government approval, and for eligibility for use in govern- 
ment-funded education and training. However, qualifications continue to exist 
outside this system; various kinds of regional or local, sector-specific, company- 
specific qualifications, and/or international qualifications can be used and 
attained by learners and candidates. 

Such an all-encompassing framework is now being developed and might 
be implemented in Spain. Because the new framework is not yet in operation, 
the current Spanish vocational education systems will be regarded as a national 
framework in Spain in this report. The current Spanish VET structure is similar 
to the current French one, though with far fewer levels. In fact, Spain has three 
education subsystems. Two two-level subsystems respectively cover initial 
VET education and occupational training provided by the Spanish Office for 
Employment. Strictly speaking, university-based tertiary education can be 
regarded as a third qualification subsystem. 

Since the 1960s, France has used a system of national diplomas for initial 
vocational and technical education and training programmes and courses. 
They are classified by levels of attainment and prepare young people for corre- 
sponding levels in occupations and professions. This structure is used in parallel 
as a frame of reference for the homologation (^) of other forms of (adult or 
further) education and training and study programmes that are not part of the 
initial education system. Each training provider can ask for his/her certificates 
or diplomas to be ‘homologated’. This is the case, for instance, with the labour 
market training activities of the Ministry of Labour. France is planning reform 



(®) 

C) 




Dearing, R., The review of qualifications for 16’19-year-olds, 1996. 

The French term homologation refers to the process by which a certificate is accredited as equiva- 
lent to a national diploma. 
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on the same lines as Spain: the introduction of a framework encompassing 
existing ones. 

The Netherlands has two frameworks closely connected to secondary voca- 
tional education and to higher professional education. The (new) classification 
framework for secondary vocational education is particularly intended to be 
used for the certification of different kinds of prior learning and work experience. 

Germany has no comprehensive-level framework classifying vocational 
qualifications. Different classification systems exist for the various types of 
vocational education and training (initial education, advanced training), and 
different classification criteria may apply at appropriate levels within each of 
the different education and training sectors/segments (healthcare, building and 
construction, engineering, crafts and commercial occupations, etc.). 



2.1. Germany 

Germany does not have a comprehensive system for the classification of qual- 
ifications. Its standards and qualifications, which include vocational and profes- 
sional education, are the nearest to such a system. This type of education can 
be divided into five subsystems and three levels. The exit qualifications of the 
educational curricula and training programmes or the examination regulations 
of the subsystems can be regarded as qualifications. These comprise qualifi- 
cations set for educational programmes geared to the anerkannte Aus- 
bildungsberufe, Schulberufe or Assistentenberufe (to be classified at ISCED 
level 3) (®) and for the national and federal state level regulated Weiterbil- 
dungsberufe (ISCED level 4). The awards provided by schools for higher voca- 
tional education can also be interpreted as qualifications (ISCED level 5). A 
characteristic of Germany is that, besides this hierarchy of qualifications in 
levels, it is possible to identify a horizontal dimension in terms of educational 
fields regulated by the national State (Bund) and the federal states (Landet). 
Both the national State and the federal states can regulate ISCED level 3 and 
4 qualifications. Vertical relationships between subsystems are stronger than 
horizontal relationships, especially in the case of one organisation (ministry) 
responsible for qualifications at the second-level subsystem. All subsystems, 
except qualifications regulated by the chambers, are included in this report. 




(8) The Ausbildungsberufe subsystem is dominant at the third level, providing 90% of the qualifications. 
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Table 1 . German vocational and professional 
education subsystems and levels 



Qualifications regulated 
at national level 


Qualifications regulated 
by the federal states 


1 . Ausbildungsberufe (ISCED level 3) 

3. Weiterbildungsberufe (ISCED level 4) 

5. Each- and Hochschulberufe (ISCED level 5) 


2. Schulberufe (ISCED level 3) 

4. Weiterbildungsberufe (ISCED level 4) 



2.2. Spain 

Spain is in a transitional phase. In 1999 a new system was introduced. This 
new system, the national system of qualifications (sistema nacional de cuali- 
ficaciones, SNC), is not yet fully operational. It is expected to become a general 
reference framework for all standards and qualifications delivered at all levels 
as well as unifying the current great variety of classification systems of voca- 
tional standards. It is also meant to enable the accreditation of units for the 
assessment of competences of those in work and to provide employment refer- 
ences to increase the transparency of sectoral, regional, national and Euro- 
pean labour markets. 

The SNC could be regarded as a ‘supra-system’ as it will connect all current 
qualification systems: the initial VET system provided in schools and colleges, 
the occupational training courses organised by the Spanish Office of Employ- 
ment (Institute Nacional de Empleo, INEM), the systems of the so-called 
autonomous communities (regions) and the system for careers classification. 
It aims to assume a position at the interface between the education system on 
the one hand and the labour market on the other. 

Due to the fact that the system is not yet fully operational, we have to refer 
to current systems for the definition of qualifications and classification levels. 
Three subsystems can be identified in the Spanish education system. Within 
each subsystem, levels can be differentiated on the basis of the characteris- 
tics of professions for which they prepare. Currently, two subsystems can be 
identified in VET: one for classifying secondary vocational education and one 
for occupational training provided by INEM. In addition, the Spanish education 
system identifies two types of education at tertiary levei; university colleges 
and advanced technical colleges. The differences between these two types 
are based on differences between the professions for which they prepare. 
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Qualifications at tertiary level are considered to be at levels 4 and 5 in the 
framework of the European five-level structure. 



2 . 3 . France 

France has a six-level natiorral classification framework in the form of a system 
of diplomas for Initial vocational study programmes. These diplomas cover the 
standards that apply to all initial vocational education/training. The framework 
is important as it is used as a frame of reference and as a source of inspira- 
tion for systems developed later. Since 1 992, the standards of the dlplomas/qual- 
Ificatlons may also be used for accreditation of (prior) work experience, but 
there has been little take-up of this procedure. The system also recognises 
study programmes other than the standard ones delivered outside the formal 
education system. All kinds of study programmes and courses can be ‘homolo- 
gated’ by the Commission technique d’homologation des titres et dipidmes 
(CTH). This commission determines the position of the study programmes in 
terms of level and of speciality (specialite). 

In parallel, a number of business and industrial sectors have developed 
their own system of accreditation using certificates of professional qualifica- 
tions (certificats de qualifications professionnelles, CQP). Each CQP has set 
up its own standards and does not provide for processes of accreditation of 
prior experiences. Only a few COP have been presented for homologation. 

Currently, France, at the initiative of the State Secretary for Vocational 
-Education, is considering a cohesive, comprehensive system partly merging, 
though definitely linking together, existing ones. It will act as a national and 
sectoral reference for all existing certifications, standardising their references 
to expected competences and abilities. This new system will introduce the 
potential for certification through the accreditation of prior experience and 
personal learning (acquis personnels et professionnels). 



2 . 4 . The Netherlands 




The Netherlands has two subsystems for classifying vocational qualifications. 
A new classification system for the qualifications offered in secondary voca- 
tional education came into operation in 1 997. It has four levels and is intended 
to be used for the accreditation of prior learning and work experience as well. 
Inspired by the national vocational qualification (NVQ) concept, qualifications 
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and curricula for initial vocational education are uncoupled. To what extent 
this uncoupling of the classification system of qualifications and standards 
from initial vocational education programmes has managed to succeed is 
discussed below. 

The second system includes qualifications in higher professional educa- 
tion. In the eyes of secondary vocational education, higher professional educa- 
tion is labelled as level 5. Higher professional education itself seldom uses this 
label, as it regards itself as a part of higher education (®). Programmes to 
prepare for key competences were introduced in higher professional educa- 
tion in 1997. Institutes for higher professional education agreed to define school- 
based curricula according to national professional profiles and a common 70 % 
curriculum. In this report, the attainment goals included in these curricula will 
be regarded as qualifications (i°). 

These two classifications do not together cover the entire field of vocational 
and professional education programmes and training courses. The two systems 
are not exclusive, as they do not classify the certificates (qualifications) of the 
many study programmes and training courses for the working population (post- 
initial or continuing vocational education). In addition, university-level educa- 
tion has its own internal classification system. 



2 . 5 . United Kingdom (England and Wales) 

It is important to recognise the status of the national framework for qualifica- 
tions in England. The framework of five levels and three types of qualifications 
(general, vocational and occupational qualifications) is used as a common 
descriptive framework by the regulatory bodies in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland. Scotland operates a different system of qualifications, although there 
are equivalence agreements in each specific case for SVQs (Scotland) and 
NVQs. 

The requirement in law is that qualifications have to be approved by the 
regulatory body [the QCA in England (the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority); 
the ACAC in Wales (the Awdurdof Cwricwlwm acAsesu Cymru) and the CCEA 
for Northern Ireland (the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assess- 
ment)] for use in publicly funded programmes of education and training. 



(. 0 ) 
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According to Dutch laws, institutes for higher professional education and universities together form 
higher education {hoger onderwijs). 

Is higher professional education preparing for level 5 qualifications or is it part of an implicit struc- 
ture of higher or tertiary education, which also Includes university levels? We come back to this 
somewhat ambiguous position of higher professional education in Section 8. 
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This includes pre-16 education, further education, and government-funded 
training programmes. 

The framework is potentially all-inclusive, since all qualifications can notion- 
ally be fitted into it. However, qualifications are only related to the framework 
in any formal way if they are submitted to the regulatory body for approval (the 
QCA in England), and while all qualifications for use in schools are submitted, 
not all vocational qualifications are government-funded, and thus not all are 
submitted to the QCA. 

NVQs (national vocational qualifications) fit into the third part of the national 
framework - as occupational qualifications. NVQs are based on sets of stan- 
dards drawn up by industry bodies and are approved by the QCA, using specific 
criteria. NVQs are designed principally for use in the workplace (to certificate 
the results of training/learning, or to recognise prior achievement). They are 
used to a considerable degree in colleges of further education, and to a very 
limited extent in schools. NVQs currently account for approximately 50% of 
the occupational qualifications awarded in England; other qualifications from 
a very wide range of bodies make up the remainder. These are referred to in 
official statistics as ‘non-NVQ vocational qualifications’. 

NVQs and GNVQs (general national vocational qualifications) are the main 
instrument for government policy in respect of rationalising the system of voca- 
tional qualifications. They aim to reduce the numbers of competing/overlap- 
ping qualifications and introduce new qualifications in areas where there are 
gaps in provision. However, the national qualifications framework can accom- 
modate non-NVQ vocational qualifications, and the policy is shifting towards 
admitting more of these to sit alongside NVQs. 

The original policy intention (1986) for NVQs was that they should replace 
all other vocational qualifications. They included strict criteria relating to the 
form of the qualifications as well as the requirement for them to be linked to 
occupational standards. By the late 1990s, this original intention had been 
moderated. The requirement to link the qualifications to occupational stan- 
dards was retained, but the original stringent requirements on the form of the 
qualifications were relaxed. This represents a move from an exclusive frame- 
work to an inclusive framework, which admits a higher proportion of the voca- 
tional qualifications, but continues to ensure that they are based on occupa- 
tional standards. 





The scope of national qualification frameworks 



2.6. Summary 

The scope of a classification system for qualifications can be described using 
three criteria; 

(a) whether or not the application and use of the system is broader than 
purely for the identification and regulation of curricula and diplomas of 
formal vocational education and training programmes; 

(b) whether or not a system is a comprehensive framework, incorporating 
qualifications of different levels while these levels are defined in a 
coherent way; 

(c) whether or not the system is monopolistic in the sense of comprising 
all obtainable qualifications and that no other system is being used. 

None of the systems presented in this report meets all three criteria. None 
of the countries has a classification system consisting of one unique set of qual- 
ifications serving as the reference frame to certify a wide variety of learning and 
work experience at a wide and exhaustive range of levels. At the moment ,the 
national system of England and Wales comes closest, but does not meet the 
last criterion, as a great number of (non-formally recognised) qualifications are 
not included in the national framework. The reforms now being discussed in 
Spain and France also come close, but do not meet the third criterion, since 
anyone will continue to have the freedom to develop and to deliver qualifica- 
tions. However, this third criterion might never be realised. A completely unified 
structure does not seem to be very realistic; there will always be organisations 
or industries that will deliver certificates. This is surely the case for England and 
Wales and France but also for Germany with certificates delivered by local and 
regional chambers in further and continuing education and training. Like the 
national system of England and Wales, French and Spanish reforms are trying 
to improve connections between already existing frameworks. What society will 
make of these efforts remains to be seen, especially in terms of recruitment 
and take-up of training leading to acquisition of qualifications at higher levels. 

Only the current English and French multi-level frameworks cover both 
secondary and tertiary qualifications (^^). Germany, the Netherlands and Spain 
have no comprehensive frameworks covering secondary and tertiary qualifi- 
cations. In all three countries, VET and higher professional education can be 
regarded as subsystems within the national education system, each having its 
own sub-levels and procedures for standard setting and qualification devel- 



(^1) It should be noted, however, that level 4 and 5 NVQs are not widely used in English tertiary educa- 
tion as the universities and schools for higher professional education strongly prefer to develop their 
own study programmes instead of implementing NVQs. 
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opment. In fact .these countries have more formalised qualification frameworks 
for secondary vocational education and an implicit qualification framework 
covering tertiary education. Because of this ambiguous position of tertiary qual- 
ifications in multi-level frameworks, the project team decided to analyse the 
definition of levels in tertiary qualifications more deeply in Section 7 of this 
report. 

The following figure represents the current situation. 



Figure 1 . The characteristics of current quaiification frameworks 
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3. The definition of standards 



Standards form a link between occupational practice and the competences 
required by people in occupational practice. They link the characteristics of 
work in terms of tasks, abilities and skills to the results of learning. In some 
cases, standards are expressed in terms of contents, certificates and diplomas 
of formal vocational education and training programmes (Germany and SpainJ. 
This link with vocational education and training is less exclusive in France, 
England and Wales and the Netherlands (^ 2 ). 

3 . 1 . Germany 

Five subsystems were identified in Germany, all part of the education system. 
In all subsystems, the learning objectives, linked to supra-institutional curriculum 
documents or examination regulations in the case of the Weiterbildungs- and 
Fortbildungsberufe, can be regarded as standards. The ways in which stan- 
dards are defined will be identified for each of these subsystems. 

The anerkannten Ausbildungsberufe (ISCED level 3, national State regu- 
lated) are delivered in linked work and training programmes, in apprenticeship 
or in technical colleges. They all include periods of on-the-job training and are 
based on clearly defined national exit qualifications comprising general and 
vocational components of educational programmes. The qualifications are laid 
down in training regulations (Ausbildungsordnungen) in terms of the knowl- 
edge and skills to be developed during training. The Ausbildungsordnungen 
also includes training schedule guidance for the providers of training and the 
time to be spent on training. In addition, curriculum elements for the school 
component of the education programme are laid down by each federal state 
{Land), on the basis of coordination within the Standing Conference of Educa- 
tion Ministers of the Federal States {Standige Konferenz der Kultusminister 
der Lander, KMK). Programmes are stipulated as fields of learning and as 
guidelines for the time to be spent on teaching in each year of training. 

The Assistentenberufe (ISCED level 3, federal state regulated) are gener- 
ally taught in full-time school-based education programmes. The standards of 



{^2) In the Netherlands, however, this feature is limited to the standards developed for secondary voca- 
tional education. 
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these education programmes are part of the curricula autonomously stipulated 
by the respective federal states. They are generally based on framework agree- 
ments (Rahmenvereinbarungen) concluded within the KMK. Normally, the 
curricula for in-company training programmes in all sectors leading to recog- 
nised occupations are laid down at national (federal) level. All sectors have 
various frameworks for the design of supra-institutional curricula, which, however, 
follow common lines in terms of duration and the combination of on-the-job 
and off-the-job training. 

For example, in the mechanical engineering sector, it is customary that these 
curricula include a list of skills and competences required by the graduate on 
completion of training. They also indicate those fields in which such skills are 
required. There are no other guidelines for the formulation of standards. 

Different approaches can be distinguished with the Weiterbildungsberufe 
(ISCED level 4, both national State and federal state regulated). For example, 
the Me/sfer concept is applied at national level in the crafts, industrial and agri- 
cultural sectors. The assistant or Fachw/rt concept applies in commercial trades 
and in service employment. Only the examination requirements have been laid 
down in both concepts. An individual is free to decide how his/her knowledge 
and skills are acquired in preparing for the examination. In addition to the 
acceptance criteria for an examination, the regulations cover only the subjects 
that will be examined. For instance, the Meisterprufung in craft and industry 
comprises managerial skills, technical knowledge and skills, organisational, 
legal and commercial knowledge, management and personnel and training 
skills. In the framework of continuing education and training (Weiterbildung), 
vocational education and training programmes are set up by the federal states. 
They are usually classified into three groups: technicians (Technikei) (^^), busi- 
ness assistants (Betriebswirte) and designers (Gestaltei). The subjects (disci- 
plines) and learning objectives stated in the regulations could be regarded as 
standards. 

In higher professional and university education (ISCED levels 5 and 6), 
standards are also integrated into the respective study programmes and the 
respective examination regulations: the university or higher professional diplomas 
or state exams (Hochschulabschlusse). These are usually developed at faculty 
level by the teaching staff, taking into account the Lander-specific regulations 
and legislation. However, they are normally based on: 

(a) formats and framework agreements developed the Federal Science 
Council (Wissenschaftsrat) in close cooperation' with the KMK and the 
faculties: 




(^3) Technicians are trained in full-time technical colleges after having passed through initial training. 
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(b) the federal framework law for higher education (Hochschulrahmenge- 
setz) that is implemented by federal state specific laws on higher educa- 
tion (Hochschulgesetze). 

Although developments are moving towards a more practical focus, special- 
isation and knowledge-oriented design still dominate curricula and examina- 
tions, i.e. standards. 



3.2. Spain 

The new national classification system of vocational standards (SNC) aims to 
establish a coherent framework for the current large variety of qualifications, 
standards and different classification systems. Current qualifications include 
the catalogue of regulated vocational training qualifications (for initial voca- 
tional education) and the compendium of professional proficiency certificates 
(training provisions offered by the Office of Employment). They can be regarded 
as standards. As the SNC has not yet been implemented, we will focus the 
analysis of the definition of standards on the current MEC and /A/E/W systems 
representing the standards for initial vocational education and occupational 
training. 

The MEC regards educational goals as standards Defined with evalu- 
ation by the education system in mind, they are identified within a so-called 
professional profile. A professional profile consists of a series of actions and 
results being the expected and may include the conduct of people in the respec- 
tive work situation or organisation, in fact professional competences. The basic 
value of these professional competences is twofold: while they are applicable 
to all the sector’s productive organisations that have similar production targets, 
relevant and significant skills are deduced from these on which, in turn, educa- 
tion and training programmes or curricula are based. 

Each professional competence includes a series of performance criteria 
determining the desired level of achievement and providing a precise refer- 
ence for the evaluation of work in a given productive context. They also act as 
a guideline for the evaluation of professional skills and knowledge in education/ 
training centres. 

A professional competence includes all factors making up the professional 
performance and qualification. These factors can be summarised as follows: 



(1^) These goals are, in effect, educational criteria for assessment and evaluation indicating a person is 
able to perform the activity associated with the vocational standard at an acceptable level of perform- 
ance. 
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(a) technical skills: skills to operate effectively on the (material and im- 
material) objects and variables that intervene directly in the fabrication 
or delivery of the product or service; 

(b) organisational and economic skills: skills to coordinate the various activ- 
ities, to organise rationally, technical, social and economic aspects, as 
well as to perform more general tasks linked with the profession; 

(c) environmental cooperation and relationship skills: skills permitting 
response to the determining factors of relations and procedures estab- 
lished in the organisation of work related to the profession, plus effi- 
cient integration, whether horizontally or vertically, cooperating socially 
and productively with other workers; 

(d) troubleshooting skills: the skills necessary to respond to problems, break- 
downs or faults detected in procedures, established sequences, equip- 
ment, systems, products and/or services related to the profession. 

3 . 3 . France 

The methodology for defining French standards for formal vocational diplomas 
in initial education, extensively elaborated by the Ministry of Education, is 
presented below. However, most of the other ministries delivering national certi- 
fications (for initial or further qualifications) manage similar processes (labour, 
agriculture, youth and sport). 

The diplomas of the Ministry of Education are specified in three related 
documents: 

(a) an occupational activity frame of reference, describing an individual’s 
activities in an occupational context in terms of goals, conditions and 
production methods (the description of the occupation); 

(b) a certification frame of reference for the occupational field, a regulatory 
document describing the skills to be attained in that field. A diploma is 
awarded to confirm these skills; the document specifies the conditions 
and assessment indicators for the skills; 

(c) the examination regulations that prescribe methods and procedures for 
accrediting and validating skills. 

The certification frame of reference and the examination regulations are legally 
binding and condition the award of a diploma or certificate. The occupational 
activity frame of reference is not a binding prescription as such. It is understood 
that its recommendations are integrated into both the certification frame of refer- 
ence and the examination regulations related to it. The certification frame of refer- 
ence (referentiel de certification) for an occupational field comprises five elements: 
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(a) a table that relates the occupational activity frame of reference and the 
certification frame of reference in the given occupational field; 

(b) a skills summary which is the counterpart to the definition of activities; 

(c) a description of competences and know-how, which specifies what the 
trained person should be capable of, the conditions of implementation 
(the available resources and elements of the environment) and the eval- 
uation criteria (the expected performance of the candidate); 

(d) a table of relationships between the individual’s know-how and asso- 
ciated knowledge; 

(e) specifications for associated knowledge, describing the ideas and 
concepts involved and the limits of knowledge required for the exams. 

The examination regulations (reglements d’examen) define the tests. Each 
test is modelled according to the skills that it assesses, the associated knowl- 
edge that it validates, the medium by which it is organised and the nature of 
the performances expected of the candidate. 

The forthcoming reform anticipates that each certification will be included 
in the national catalogue, and will adopt the methodology of the frame of refer- 
ences described above. Also, it will request that decisions about such certifi- 
cation be taken in the framework of consultative commissions in which social 
partners are present. 



3 . 4 . The Netherlands 

The format for the classification of qualifications in secondary vocational educa- 
tion introduced by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sciences in 1997 is 
part of the new legislation for secondary vocational education. As in France, 
Dutch standards are not intended exclusively for secondary vocational educa- 
tion certification, but also for assessment of prior learning and work experience. 
This option, however, is only weakly stated in official documents. The 1 997 Act 
on Vocational and Adult Education refers to exit qualifications (standards) in 
terms of knowledge, insight, skills, and in certain cases, the professional atti- 
tude required by those completing the education/training programme. This 
wording is identical to formulations used to define educational goals. In effect, 
standards are formulated in a school/curriculum terminology. 

The publication Guidelines for the formulation of exit qualifications (^®) offers 
detailed suggestions for the definition of standards. According to these guide- 
lines, standards have to be based on job descriptions: a description of the most 



(^5) streumer, W., et al., Richtlijnen voor het formuleren van eindtermen, Cl NOP, ’s-Hertogenbosch, 1996. 
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relevant tasks and activities in an occupation. In fact, occupational tasks and 
activities are rephrased as the discernible results, choices and decisions made 
during the execution of activities. They will form the foundation for the compe- 
tences to be learned at school and in practice. Professional attitudes are 
regarded as the way in which professional activities are performed; it is commonly 
understood that these are best acquired in practice during on-the-job training 
and not at school. 

Standards in higher professional education are part of school-based curricula. 
A group of professionals and experts is invited by schools to produce a profile 
for the respective profession. Schools cooperate in developing a so-called 
educational profile covering about 4 720 out of the 6 720 study hours a course 
in higher professional education will comprise. The learning objectives included 
in these curricula can be regarded as standards. 




3 . 5 . United Kingdom (England and Wales) 

National standards aim to describe occupational and/or professional compe- 
tences in the broadest possible sense, not a competence in a given job role 
at a particular location. More especially, they do not describe the way in which 
tasks are completed by a specific individual or the required knowledge and 
skills in specific work systems. With a focus on outcomes-based occupational 
competences, national standards are oriented mainly towards sector standards 
and are derived from in-depth analysis of enterprise requirements. The prin- 
cipal objective is that the standards should relate to occupational competence 
rather than to the requirements of specific training and vocational education 
programmes, or to narrow job functions. 

The following concepts are included in descriptions of competences: 

(a) ‘element’, describing the area of competence: 

(b) a ‘unit’ would typically include between three and eight elements; 

(c) ‘performance criteria’ describe the outcomes from which a judgment of 
competence can be made; 

(d) ‘range’, describing different aspects of the job function, contexts, etc., 
where competences should be demonstrated; 

(e) ‘evidence requirements’, stating the type of evidence which should be 
used as the basis of the assessment of competence; 

(f) ‘underpinning knowledge/knowledge requirements’, listing the knowl- 
edge, principles, theory, etc., related to the area of competence described 
in the element. 
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English standards can in no way be regarded as curriculum specifications 
which would enable a more extensive use of the standards. The present stan- 
dards leave educationalists, teachers and trainers to translate these into curricula 
and training programmes -a demanding task - with individual interpretations 
placing a significant burden on quality assurance arrangements. The intended 
use of NVQs for accreditation of prior learning is clear (although the practice 
has proved burdensome for candidates and trainers), but the means by which 
they can be used in structuring effective learning programmes is considerably 
more problematic. 



3.6. Summary 

Standards linked to the educational or training domain were identified in four 
countries. In Germany and Spain, standards are incorporated into curricula or 
diplomas. French and Dutch standards are at a somewhat greater distance 
from vocational education as these standards should also be applicable for 
the accreditation of prior learning and work experiences. In practice, however, 
standards are not used extensively for this purpose, especially where the defi- 
nition of standards tends to be education based (the Netherlands). 

The new Spanish system includes a unified set of standards. The SNC\n\W 
coordinate the development of standards for initial vocational education and 
for the training courses for job-seekers and will establish multipurpose job 
descriptions. Although these standards seem to be similar to the English NVQ 
standards, they are, however, intended mainly as exit qualifications for initial 
and continuing vocational education and training. 

The English definition of standards is completely unrelated to formal educa- 
tion or training in schools, colleges or training centres. The original approach 
to the definition of NVQs - as competence-based, open access qualifica- 
tions- attempted deliberately to break the link between the results to be 
achieved and the form of the learning leading to those results ('®). However, 
in leaving all curriculum development (other than specifying the content to be 
achieved) to trainers, teachers and those responsible for managing learning 



( 16 ) 




‘In systems of education and training where standards of performance are not independently defined, 
the only concept of a standard is that which is defined by, and imbedded within, the exams or tests 
set. Assessment is then inevitably tied to such exams and tests. But once standards are set out 
independently of assessment, as in NVQs, it creates opportunities for different forms of assess- 
ment. Instead of allowing the assessment to define the standards, the standards now define what 
needs to be assessed ’ (G. Jessup, Outcomes: NVQs and the emerging model of education and 
training, Palmer, 1991). 
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and/or assessment, the qualifications provided far less support for structuring 
effective learning programmes than many policy-makers imagined. The prob- 
lems that this caused - not least for quality assurance of both learning and 
assessment- have been recognised. The QCA is now forming a training policy 
forum, designed to stimulate a more productive relationship between the qual- 
ification approval and curriculum development processes. 

What characteristics of work should have priority in standards: 

(a) specific job requirements or requirements of an occupation, an occu- 
pational field or a sector? 

(b) current requirements of a given job or occupation, or requirements 
expected to be relevant in the future? 

Everywhere, standards try to compromise between these options. Most 
standards are supposed to cover personal work experience acquired (or to be 
obtained) in work settings. At the same time, standards are supposed to support 
improvement in (raise, broaden, prepare for the future) the competences of 
learning and working individuals. This is particularly so for courses organised 
partly at school and partly in professional practice where there is a tension 
between the opportunity for on-the-job training offered by companies and the 
need to include future-oriented and more general competences in a programme. 



4. The definition of qualifications 



What does a qualification say about somebody? What are qualifications meant 
to say? A qualification is a formal recognition of a standard or a set of stan- 
dards expressed by a certificate, diploma or other evidence. It is delivered 
when it has been made clear through an assessment process that standards 
are achieved. In general, a vocational qualification indicates competence in 
performing an occupation satisfactorily - to be more precise, satisfactorily in 
the eyes of those who validated the qualification. Qualifications express the 
stakeholders’ vision as to how and with which competences a person should 
be equipped for the labour market. 

In England and Wales, an NVQ represents the requirements of occupa- 
tional practice. Like English national standards, an NVQ expresses occupa- 
tional competences not exclusively linked to vocational education. In the other 
countries, qualifications are more or less linked to formal vocational education 
programmes and are exclusively obtainable through educational pathways. 
Consequently, progression through qualification levels is only possible by taking 
the education route, perhaps not in theory but most certainly in practice. 



4 . 1 . The division of qualifications into units 

In three of the five countries, qualifications are divided into units. This means 
that it is possible to have a part of a full qualification certified. This is the case 
in England and Wales, the Netherlands and France. In this perspective, it is 
less relevant whether or not a study programme is structured in modules, but 
whether there is an opportunity to accredit parts or units of a qualification 
acquired either by means of full-time study or during, and combined with, work 
experience. In Germany and Spain, there seems to be a growing interest in 
designing qualifications by units. However, in Germany, the Seru/ concept is 
closely linked to a fully recognised occupational qualification delivered via 
formal initial or further training. Within continuing education and training, at the 
interface between initial and further training, however, this unitisation is being 
introduced more and more (’'’). 



See also the study launched within the CIretoq network In 1998 on additional qualifications. Publi- 
cation of this study is forthcoming as a Cedefop reference document. 
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Unit certification does not automatically mean that these unit certificates 
have a currency in the labour market. This seems to be the case in England 
and Wales only. French units are only used to design learner-friendly progres- 
sion routes through the education system. In France, one can accumulate units 
up to a full qualification; units are assessed and one obtains a certificate, but 
these certificates only have value in the framework of a full qualification. In the 
Netherlands, the situation is somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand, Dutch 
units serve the same purpose as the French ones, and, on the other hand, 
Dutch units are regarded as a last resort for young learners in secondary voca- 
tional education not willing or wanting to obtain a full qualification. 

4.1.1. Germany 

As yet, it is not possible in Germany to complete a study programme (any 
study programme) by acquiring unit-based certificates over a period of 
time C®). This is strongly opposed for the Ausbildungsberufe, understand- 
ably as in Germany an Ausbildu ngsberuf represenXs more than a specific 
vocational education qualification. This qualification has a broader socioe- 
conomic and cultural meaning. Salary structures and rights to social and/or 
unemployment benefits are connected with the respective vocational quali- 
fication. Individuals derive their personal identity from a profession. In addi- 
tion, trade unions, in particular attach a great deal of importance to the fact 
that employees’ interests remain identical. Their membership comprises 
mainly those obtaining a recognised vocational education qualification within 
the dual system of training. The development of units, which could be accred- 
ited as parts of a course for an Ausbildungsberuf, must be prevented, in their 
opinion, as it undermines the concept of full qualification. 

4.1.2. Spain 

In Spain, education programmes are structured in modules designed from the 
view of professional practice. These modules are not yet certifiable. Using the 
definitions in this report, the current modules cannot be regarded as units. 
Since Spanish professional profiles are regarded as having a wider scope than 
in other countries, discussion is beginning to focus on whether or not to cut 
these profiles into smaller units. 




(1®) In Germany, a number of restricted pilot experiments are being run in this area. Although the concept 
of dividing programmes into units is disputed within the Ausbildungsberufe, continuing education 
and training are increasingly organised as modular programmes. 
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4.1.3. France 

As the need for adult training has grown in France and lifelong training has 
been encouraged, examination regulations have been adapted. It is now possible 
to acquire full certification over time by certification of units, the unites capi- 
talisables. However, units are not accredited but can be totalled up to reach a 
full diploma. Without the full process, there is no accreditation: units are of no 
value on their own. 

Another form of working with units is found in the procedures for the accred- 
itation of prior learning and work experience (validation des acquis profes- 
sionnels). This is a way of recognising the value of work in competence building 
through certification. A candidate receives parts of the certificate in equiva- 
lence, meaning that he/she does not need to attend the corresponding parts 
of education programmes or to take particular tests. However, at least one 
examination must be taken in one subject. 

4.1 .4. The Netherlands 

Units were introduced in the Netherlands to create efficient educational tracks 
in vocational education, and higher professional education. In higher profes- 
sional education students are even stimulated to compose their own qualifi- 
cation programme by making their own selection from units offered by different 
sectors of their own institute or other national or foreign institutes. 

Successful completion of a unit entitles the learner to a certificate. If some- 
body leaves a study programme prematurely, which happens frequently, he or 
she still has one or more certificates and may later attain one or more certifi- 
cates. The opposite also applies. If someone wants to register for a study 
programme, previous certificates can be taken into account or awarded on the 
basis of prior learning and work experience. The latter approach is new and 
still being developed. The reasons for the growing interest in this option are 
the same as in France. As in France, one does not get a full qualification 
(diploma) until all units are passed successfully. 

4.1 .5. United Kingdom (England and Wales) 

In England, there is a tendency towards increasing flexibility in the education 
and training system by using modular/unit-based structures or breaking qual- 
ifications into smaller parts. A significant trend in NVQs is the increasing use 
by employers and learners of individual units. This fits in with changing skill 
requirements in work, and with trends towards shorter periods of training whilst 
working (including learning in the evenings and other non-contracted time) 
rather than protracted training leading to full qualification. ‘Units have a 
particular significance within the NVQ system because they are independently 
O 
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recognised and certificated. They are like “mini qualifications”. A unit should 
be made up of a coherent group of elements, which together are required to 
perform an employment function. It is a matter of judgment as to the size of 
employment function, which is chosen as a unit. It should be large enough to 
be worthy of separate recognition for a formal credit, that is a competence that 
would be valued by employers in the context of the occupation in which it is to 
be practised. On the other hand, it should not be too large. The accumulation 
of unit credits provides effective motivation for those undergoing programmes 
of learning...’ (^s). 

Full NVQs are oriented towards occupational competence, and include 
components relating to future requirements as well as current requirements of 
work in an occupational area. The focus is thus broader than competence as 
a narrow job function. The increasing concentration on units rather than full 
qualifications reflects the perceived needs of learners and employers who are 
not motivated to work towards broader occupational competence, but seek 
certification in relation to specific job functions. Whether this rather short-term 
thinking is sustainable enough in the long term is yet to be seen. The intro- 
duction of the so-called new apprenticeships and new training provisions at 
colleges seems a reversal, offering (new kinds of) full qualifications. 

4.1.6. Summary 

A classification system for qualifications becomes more flexible if the qualifi- 
cations are divided into units and able to respond to a greater variation in users’ 
requirements. As yet, it is not possible to attain a qualification by the certifica- 
tion of units obtained either by following a training course or by the accredita- 
tion of prior learning in Germany and Spain. 

The certification of units has advantages of flexibility with regard to indi- 
vidual training needs. These advantages are recognised in all the countries, 
although not all of them have implemented the unitisation of qualifications. 
Apart from England and Wales, there is no move towards unitisation in terms 
of giving labour market currency to units; there is still commitment to full qual- 
ification by all key players. National stakeholders, in particular, are fully aware 
of the temptation offered by unit certification for individual employers and young 
learners. In Germany, for instance, there is a feeling that the all-or-nothing situ- 
ation will ultimately result in greater numbers of fully qualified people than an 
education policy focusing on unitisation. Also, because of the traditional links 
between qualification and salary system, unitisation would have a major impact 
on German labour relations. 




(^9) Jessup, G,, Outcomes: NVQs and the emerging model of education and training, Palmer, 1991 . 
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Unitisation or unit certification of qualifications is a very powerful instrument 
for lifelong learning, as units can be used by learners to assess the output of 
learning and working experiences and to design their individual learning and 
work experience pathways over a longer period of time. In this perspective, 
unitisation could have an impact on classification frameworks, serving as a 
frame of reference for individuals and/or companies wanting to assess the 
currency of working and learning experiences and training courses in smaller 
units than full qualifications. 

4 . 2 . The breadth of a qualification 

It is interesting to note that in some countries the breadth of vocational quali- 
fications is the subject of debate in the sense that the demand for broader 
qualifications is increasing. In England, for instance, more young people are 
tending to stay in education for a longer period of time and are deferring choices 
that limit their options. For example, almost all the growth in qualifications held 
by 16-19-year-olds (13% over the period 1991-96) can be allocated to the 
growth in academic qualifications. Vocational qualifications in this same segment 
grew by just over 1 %. For its part, the government recognises the importance 
of general qualifications in the face of increasing change in society and work 
systems. Finally, employers also recognise this increase in the pace of change 
and increasingly look for candidates’ ability in skills such as communication 
and team working, as well as requiring specific knowledge and skills relating 
to current job requirements. 

A qualification must represent a larger range of functions than in the past, 
either to promote the broader deployment of the holders of a qualification, or 
as a result of the merger of work tasks which were formerly divided over a 
range of different jobs. Who decides about the breadth of vocational qualifi- 
cations? As we will see, agreements on the breadth can be reached by those 
directly involved in the development of (new) qualifications or by stipulating 
such agreements in central government directives and legislation. 

4.2.1. Germany 

The German Vocational Training Act stipulates that the Ausbildungsberufe are 
only recognised if they meet the criterion that ‘a sufficient demand for the corre- 
sponding occupations and skills’ exists. These skills are to be of enduring 
validity and not specific to any particular company. Determining the breadth of 
an Ausbildungsberuf \s therefore one of the main tasks of the (temporary) 
commission when developing a new training regulation (Ausbildungsordnung). 
O 
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An Ausbildungsberuf is a construct taking into account different needs and 
objectives. For instance, it should cover a variety of occupations enlarging to 
the potential for finding a job. As in France, it is not only developments in profes- 
sional practice but also the opinions of the social partners concerning the 
optimum starting position for a professional career that are decisive elements 
in the debate on the breadth of this type of qualification. 

Information about developments towards broader definitions of Schulberufe 
and Weiterbildungsberufe is not available. A wide range of organisations, public 
and private bodies, chambers of crafts and/or commerce and federal states 
are involved. In general, it might be said that the breadth of these qualifica- 
tions is related to whether or not they are supposed to prepare for a single 
occupation or a great variety. However, Schulberufe and Assistentenberufe 
are generally broader in terms of the range of cognitive know-how and knowl- 
edge delivered than the Ausbildungsberufe. Weiterbildungsberufe may be 
either specific or broad in nature. 

4.2.2. Spain 

The Ministry of Education and Culture (MEC) regards vocational standards as 
indicators for the potential of people to meet existing and future job require- 
ments. As a consequence, vocational qualifications incorporate a broad concept 
of professional competence. 

The MEC, through the definition of achievement goals ( 2 °) for competence 
units (defined with their evaluation by the education system in mind), selects 
the most significant ones in defining professional profiles. These professional 
profiles are classified according to the professional and educational levels laid 
down in the 1990 law on the general regulation of the education system (Ley 
de Ordenacion General del Sistema Educative, LOOSE). These correspond 
to levels 2 and 3 of the European five-level classification system in the direc- 
tive ‘Comparability of vocational training qualifications between European Union 
Member States’ ( 21 ). In this way, the breadth of Spanish qualifications is, in 
fact, defined by the Ministry of Education and Culture following consultation 
with tripartite bodies that were established in the same law. 

From this perspective, it is interesting to note that the breadth of qualifica- 
tions is an important point in the debate on the new SNC. With regard to the 
definitions of qualifications, the ideas of the Ministry of Education and Culture 
and the Ministry of Labour still diverge. 



( 20 ) Educational criteria of assessment/evaluation indicating a person is able to perform the activity asso- 
ciated with the vocational standard at an acceptable level in a given occupation. 

(21) LeyOrganica 1/1 990 oi 3 October of the Ordenacion General del Sistema Educative (BOE, 4.1 0.1 990). 
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4.2.3. France 

The debate on the breadth of qualifications in France at the moment interprets 
breadth as transversality. The French Ministry of Education is currently promoting 
this transversality and breadth of qualifications as an important aim. However, 
this aim is not always shared by employers' organisations. There are recur- 
rent conflicts with certain representatives on this issue, though not with all of 
them. The underlying debate revolves around what should be represented 
within a given qualification. Often, in the consultative commissions put in place 
by the Ministry of Education, it is not so much developments in occupational 
practice which are decisive, but the opinions of parties involved in the consul- 
tation concerning the optimum starting position for a professional career. Qual- 
ifications are social constructs and as such they are bargained between the 
key players of each sector individually ( 22 ). 

A common characteristic of French certificates (diplomas) is that they are 
defined by the education or training qualification (23) that they award and the 
specialisation for which the individual receives recognition. Some of these certi- 
fications are closely linked to the organisation dispensing the training. Higher 
education engineering diplomas, for instance, are school-specific or university 
diplomas, which are linked to the accrediting university. As a consequence, the 
debate on the breadth of qualifications is a debate on the breadth of the various 
certificates or diplomas. This leads to different outcomes. For example, France 
has experienced a big reduction in numbers of CAP, while, at the same time, 
the breadth of CAP standards has increased. In contrast, the STS have increased 
in number, but not in breadth. The OUT qualifications have remained stable. 

4.2.4. The Netherlands 

The Netherlands appears to conduct a somewhat dualistic policy. On the one 
hand, the 1997 Act on Vocational Education stipulates that a qualification must 
be based on one or more broad, future-oriented occupational profiles. These 
profiles are elaborated in close consultation with the social partners of the 
sector in question and must be validated by them. As a result, the ultimate defi- 
nition of the breadth of the qualification is left to the social partners, as is the 
case in the German Ausbildungsberufe (occupations in which formal training 
takes place! 



(22) See Heinz, W. R., in Cedefop (Seiiin, B)., European trends in the development of occupations and 
qualifications, Voiume ii, Thessaioniki, 1999 , p. 15. 

(23) The main diploma titles are the C.4P (certificate of vocationai education), the SEP (vocationai studies 
diploma), the baccalaureate, the BTS (higher technical diploma), the OUT (university technology 
diploma), the engineering dipioma, the iicence, the master’s, the DBA (advanced studies dipioma), 
the DESS (higher speciaiised studies) and the doctorate. 
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However, in contrast to Germany, the Dutch social partners seem to be 
less convinced of the overall need to increase the breadth of qualifications. 
One of the main reasons for this need for differentiation is the tendency of 
social partners to meet the wish of subsectors (‘the rank and file’) for having 
their ‘own’ qualifications. This irritates schools, which are faced with the organ- 
isational consequences of such a fragmentation. Of course, this approach 
also involves a risk for the careers of young people, who are trained in narrow 
specialisations. 

The situation in higher professional education is changing in terms of breadth 
of qualifications. In 1 995, an influential report (2'*) concluded that, due to a policy 
of attracting as many students as possible, institutes for higher professional 
education were inclined to introduce a wide range of new qualifications, either 
focusing on a narrow segment of business and industry or a wide range of job 
positions. The report found this proliferation of qualifications unacceptable and 
the cause of much confusion among employers in particular. A process of coor- 
dinated curriculum development followed but, in 1 999, this policy was dropped 
again. The new key policy seems to be freedom of choice, answering student 
wishes. Students are offered the opportunity to compose their own study 
programme from units offered by their own and other institutes (^s). Now students 
will determine the breadth of qualifications . 

4.2.5. United Kingdom (England and Wales) 

One of the objectives of the national English classification system was to ration- 
alise the number of qualifications, ensuring that all levels and sectors were 
provided with appropriate qualifications, reducing complexity, overlap and dupli- 
cation, and enabling more effective progression in the system. The national 
framework (1998) is designed to be inclusive - that is, to include all sectors 
and levels. The gap-filling exercise has been relatively successful, with qual- 
ifications now available in areas previously poorly served -for example, retail 
and distribution. With these crucial infrastructure revisions, there has been a 
trend towards a reduction in the numbers of vocational qualifications. This has 
gathered pace in the last three years. Similarly, the number of non-NVQ voca- 
tional qualifications that were included in the crucial government schedule of 
approved qualifications has dropped significantly. 



(24) vereniging van Hogescholen, Niet meer maar beter, verslag van de commissie referentiekader 
onderwijsaanbod, The Hague, 1 995. 

(25) Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschappen, Ontwerp Hoger Onderwijs en Onderzoek 
Plan 2000, Zoetermeer, 1999. 
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However, the possibility of increasing the breadth of these recognised qual- 
ifications is restricted by the users’ requirements of the system. Some employers 
cite the broadness of the NVQ units as a problem rather than as a benefit, 
since it requires a candidate to do more than his/her current job in order to 
obtain certification. In many cases, the response is to interpret the generalised 
descriptors in the units into the specifics of current jobs, narrowing the descrip- 
tion of competence in the process. This variability in the interpretation of NVQs 
during the assessment process moves the award from occupational compe- 
tence to job competence. 

4.2.6. Summary 

In the countries examined, social partners and professional organisations are 
involved in the establishment of the breadth of vocational qualifications. Where 
the business community has a strong influence on the composition of the qual- 
ifications, the breadth of qualifications is notable. This is possibly because the 
tension between the two functions of a classification system are brought to the 
fore more obviously. On the one hand, there is a wish to include specific and 
rather narrow qualifications in the system for the benefit of subsectors, groups 
of companies and even individual companies. On the other hand, there is a 
wish to provide those working and studying with a broader (career) perspec- 
tive than expressed in the current occupational practice. 

In short, the debate focuses on whether qualifications must represent the 
actual professional practice or whether qualifications must be tools for inno- 
vating occupational practice, and for the improvement of the prospects of both 
the working and studying population in their present or future careers. 







5. The definition of levels 
in qualification frameworks 



In the previous sections, we have seen that qualifications are related to occu- 
pational practices, to vocational education or to both fields. What can be said 
about levels in the frameworks? Apart from studying the differences between 
the systems in terms of the number of levels, it is also interesting to observe 
the way in which levels are defined. Are these levels defined with the features 
of a traditional education system in mind or are they supposed to represent an 
occupational hierarchy? 

Different approaches are taken. The various German subsystems repre- 
sent different types of education, having their characteristics in terms of admis- 
sion requirements, minimum educational achievements, type of subsequent 
position in the labour market or education/training, goals of the training/learning 
programmes and the duration of the course. In contrast, the English criteria 
have been derived from the customary manner in which occupations (work 
activity) are classified in the business community. The other countries apply a 
mixed set of criteria; to a certain extent, they want to take into account the 
differences in the demands of occupations and work environments, while at 
the same time the criteria are closely linked to the school system. 



5 . 1 . Germany 

Although Germany has no explicit and comprehensive system for the classi- 
fication of vocational qualifications, it can be assumed that the Ausbildungs- 
berufe and Schulberufe, the national State and federal states regulated Weit- 
erbildungsberufe, and the Hochschul-abschlusse represent five distinct 
subsystems at three levels. Relationships between these five subsystems in 
vocational education become clear when looking at differences in descriptors 
and the paths to be followed to achieve a qualification in a subsystem. 

The training programmes for the Ausbildungsberufe (ISCED level 3 (^e)) are 
open to everyone who has completed compulsory general education; no formal 



(26) As Germany does not have a cohesive classification structure, the ISCED classification system is 
sometimes used to position the qualifications (school subsystems) as this system is based on input 
criteria. 
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qualification is required apart from a school-leaving certificate. The appren- 
tices, however, must succeed in obtaining a training contract with a company 
P). As a rule, the programme takes three and a half years. The subsequent 
position in the labour market is labelled as ‘skilled worker, skilled employee’. 
The so-called (Ausbildungs-) Berufsprinzip, or the principle of recognised, regu- 
lated occupations, is the most important descriptor for this subsystem. It includes 
ten points, referring both to occupational practice and education characteristics. 
This principle expresses the German consensus that competence can best be 
achieved by a mix of study and work, incorporating the following; 

(a) sufficient demand for the corresponding skills, which are to be of enduring 
validity and not specific to any particular company; 

(b) training for skilled, autonomous, planned, executed and monitored activ- 
ities in as broad a field as possible; 

(c) gearing towards long-term occupational activity irrespective of age; 

(d) basis for advanced training and occupational advancement; 

(e) acquisition of the ability to reason and act autonomously in applying 
knowledge and skills. 

Admission to the Schulberufe (also classified at ISCED level 3) is more 
strict. Where no formal qualification is required for the AusbUdungsberufe, 
Schulberufe are only open to learners with an intermediate secondary or equiv- 
alent education certificate. Compared to a dual-system qualification, the qual- 
ification obtained is a ‘starter’ qualification, although instruction at full-time 
vocational colleges is geared to developing genuine occupational competence. 
This is firstly because the courses are shorter (in most cases two years) and 
secondly because the emphasis is on developing occupational knowledge and 
general practical skills. Although periods of in-company practical training are 
mandatory, the genuine occupational competence aspired to is probably not 
really acquired until the ex-student/pupil gets work experience in employment. 

This qualification, however, does allow for a flexible transition to further 
education/training provisions within the general education and vocational training 
system and further on into higher professional education at Fachhochschulen. 
In designing programmes and determining occupational profiles linked to these 
assistant or technical occupations, there is no involvement of the social part- 
ners. No formal procedures exist for involving employers’ federations or trade 
unions in the process of devising the training programmes for these occupa- 
tions, which are controlled by each regional {Land} government. 



(27) Contracts between the trainee and the training provider or company identify the rights and obliga- 
tions of both sides. These training contracts in parallel are regarded as a specific work/employment 
contract. 
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An explicit distinction is made between initial vocational qualifications 
(Ausbildungsberufe and Schulberufe) and advanced vocational qualifications 
(Weiterbildungs- or Fortbildungsberufe] generally classified at ISCED level 4). 
Federal and State legal provisions accordingly stipulate that advanced quali- 
fications must be regulated in a way that allows a clear distinction from the 
respective initial qualification. The higher level of an advanced qualification is 
also emphasised by the fact that the admission criteria here include a recog- 
nised initial qualification plus several years of relevant vocational experience. 

At tertiary education level, or in higher professional education, no further 
formal differentiation is made by level. In practice, differentiations exist between 
graduates from universities (wissenschaftliche Hochschulen, Kunsthochschulen 
and Technische Hochschulen) and other higher education establishments such 
as Fachhochschulen. With regard to hierarchically ranked occupational oppor- 
tunities and salary scales in the public or intermediate domain, deductions can 
be made about qualification profiles and, as already described, about levels, 
depending on the type of university and type of (academic) degree. A partic- 
ular differentiation exists in Germany’s public service having four different 
careers, clearly depending on the levels of education/training reached by candi- 
dates. The placing of graduates from Fachhochschulen seems to be prob- 
lematic. In the private sector, they get access to the highest positions in manage- 
ment or in R & D identical to graduates from scientific universities. This is not 
the case, however, in the public sector and in areas often following the staff 
regulations applicable in public services, for example in intermediate and public 
enterprises, in churches and bigger non-profit-making organisations. Gradu- 
ates from Fachhochschulen are put at a disadvantage as compared to those 
from universities and other wissenschaftliche Hochschulen. Thus, we could 
question whether or not Germany has four levels of education/training and 
qualification. 
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5 . 2 . Spain 



Taking into account that specific characteristics of the new national classifi- 
cation system (SNC) of vocational qualifications are still under discussion, the 
current classification system for vocational education is analysed in this section. 
In the education system, according to the MFC, two levels of qualification are 
defined in vocational education. In fact, there are three levels (levels 1 , 2 and 
3) but this report concentrates on levels 2 and 3, as level 1 corresponds to 
social guarantee programmes outside the education system. These two levels 
are based on: 
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(a) the nature and context of the work (work processes and procedures, 
information and inputs, nature and types of decision, scope of rela- 
tionships, type of organisational relationships); 

(b) the skills required to carry out activities in a job/occupation (creativity 
and innovation, interpretation, initiative and decision-making, training 
and experience). 

The essential and distinguishing features of each level and the criteria that 
define a level of qualification are listed in Table 2. 

Table 2 



DESCRIPTORS NATURE ANO CONTEXT OF THE WORK 





Work processes 
and procedures 


Information 
and Inputs 


Nature 
and types 
of decisions 


Scope of 
relationships 


Type of 

organisational 

relationships 


Intermediate 

(level 2) 


Formalised 


Defined and 
pre-existing 


Alternatives 
limited 
to certain 
resources, 
tools and rates 


Individual and 
possibly group 


They require 
task control 




Technical 

variables 


Indicative 

and binding 

technique: part 

specifications, 

instruction 

manuals, 

codes 




Internal 




Advanced 

(level 3) 


Non-formalised 


Totally 
or partly 
undefined 


They affect 
procedures, 
resources and 
technical 
efficiency 


Group 

regulated 

reciprocally 


They require 
supervision 
of alms 




Technical/ 
scientific and 
organisational 
variables 


Technical/ 

organisational/ 

economic: 

general plans, 

process 

manuals. 

Need to process 
information 




Unit 

External 
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Table 2 (continued) 



DESCRIPTORS SKILLS, KNOWLEDGE, EXPERIENCE 





Creativity 
and innovation 


Interpretation 


Initiative and 
decision-making 


Training and 
experience 


Intermediate 

(level 2) 


Improve processes 
and procedures 


Understand the 
process and detect 
abnormal behaviour 
in a certain range 
of values 


Operate under 
limited autonomy 
and in accordance 
with established 
procedures 


Compulsory 
secondary 
education level 






Assess ambiguous 
messages 




Technical/practical 

experience 




Find connections 
between existing 
concepts 


Evaluate 
the relative 
importance of 
several factors 
of the process 


Evaluate suitably 
and rapidly 
the contingencies 
of the process 
between various 
alternatives given 


Significant 
abilities and skills 


Advanced 

(level 3) 


Create or define 
processes 
and procedures 


Understand 
the process and 
evaluate the 
consequences 
of non-codified 
abnormal behaviour 


Operate with 
full autonomy 
within 

the assigned 
responsibility 


Baccalaureate level 

Technical/scientific 

grounding 




Find connections 
between existing 
or new concepts 
and combine them 
to produce 
new results 


Discern messages 
or limited or 
contradictory 
Information 


Evaluate the 
most suitable 
and fastest 
processes 
and decide on 
new alternatives 


Experience 
solving technical 
problems 



Source: Ministry of Education and Science, Madrid. 



According to the MEC, in its White Paper on the reform of the education 
system (1 989), a level 2 qualification must enable people to acquire the knowl- 
edge and skills appropriate to a worker skilled in a certain occupation with 
extensive basic training, plus communication skills and an aptitude for exchanging 
information flows and participating effectively in teamwork. 
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A level 3 qualification must enable people to acquire the knowledge and 
skills appropriate to intermediate technicians with multipurpose training and a 
general and coordinated view of the system in which they operate (mechan- 
ical, electrical, administrative, technical/healthcare, etc.), assessing the func- 
tion and purpose of the different elements of the respective activities. 



5.3. France 

The French education and training system is structured according to path- 
ways preparing for general, technical or vocational education certificates 
(diplomas). The common characteristic shared by these diplomas is that 
they are defined by the qualification they award and the specialisation for 
which the accredited individual receives recognition. Some of these diplomas 
stand out by being fundamentally linked to the organisation dispensing the 
training. This is the case in higher education with engineering diplomas, for 
instance, which are school specific or with university diplomas, which are 
linked to the accrediting university. This explains why there are so many 
diplomas, several thousands to be exact. In order for them to be compre- 
hensible to the whole of society, it is necessary to have a classification 
system: a qualification-level structure or classification system ensuring trans- 
parency. 

The 1969 training-level classification system, presented in this report, was 
created as part of French economic planning studies and focused on prospec- 
tive professional recruitment needs for different types of training at various 
levels. Since the system was initially designed as an economic planning tool, 
it was used to classify the workforce according to the type of studies pursued 
and the levels attained, and to help establish education/training policies for 
young people. Hence, the system's purpose was to express occupations in 
terms of diplomas by creating a correspondence between the degree of qual- 
ification associated with a given job and the required scholastic standards 
(diploma and duration of studies). It could thus be claimed that the require- 
ments of an occupation were satisfied. 

However, translating occupations into diplomas was everything but non- 
problematic. Translation was easy for one group of occupations , either because 
the standards of admission and access were known or officially regulated, as 
in the fields of medicine, professional engineering or the liberal professions, 
or because occupations were at the bottom of the hierarchy, in service employ- 
ment for example. Only 30 % of the working population in the 1960s fell into 
this last group. For the other occupations, it was much harder to define a corre- 
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spondence and it became necessary to call upon experts who, in turn, relied 
on work and occupational analyses. 

The role of the classification systems in analysing prospective needs should 
not hide the fact that the State developed this system as a tool for active educa- 
tional policies directed at standardising education and vocational training provi- 
sions and outcomes. The idea was that the use of this classification system 
should not be confined to policy-making by government agencies and bodies. 
It should guide labour and management in their recruitment and staff policies, 
as both parties could easily identify an individual’s qualifications. The goal of 
the system was to enable the State to verify titles and objectives of educa- 
tion/training programme titles that were less well known than national diplomas. 
For this reason, the adoption of this classification system led to the establish- 
ment of a certification and homologation commission responsible for posi- 
tioning all diplomas offered on the system’s grid. 

The six levels of the classification system classify individuals both by occu- 
pations and diplomas, establishing between both a ‘normal’ equivalence. The 
levels are defined as: 

Levels I and II Personnel occupying positions, which usually require a 
level of training equal or superior to the university licence 
or diplomas of schools for professional engineer. 

Level III Personnel occupying positions, which usually require the 

higher technician diploma or a diploma from the lUTs (^s) 
or having successfully finished exams at the end of the 
first cycle of higher education. 

Level IV Personnel occupying supervisory staff positions or possessing 

a qualification level equivalent to a technical or technician 
baccalaureate or technician diploma. 

Level V Personnel occupying positions, which usually require a 

training level equivalent to the SEP and the CAP. 

Level Va Personnel occupying positions, which require short training 

lasting no longer than a year, leading, in particular, to the 
certificat d’education professionnelle (certificate of voca- 
tional education) or any other equivalent certificate or qual- 
ification. 

Level VI Personnel occupying positions, which require no training 

beyond the end of compulsory education. 




(“) Instituts universitaires technotogiques (technological university institutes). 
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The classifying principle is based on the effect of education/training programmes 
in enhancing social status. From this viewpoint, the classification system 
embraces a universalistic principle, since it is not attached to training programme 
conditions but to the objectives of the education/training programmes. It is 
possible to classify, with the help of a certification commission, all national 
diplomas according to their respective objectives. This universality does not 
extend to international compatibility as at each level a wide range of qualifi- 
cations are classified. 

Hence, there was the determination to establish new social standards for 
evaluating educational investments. The success of this policy has been mixed 
and depends on which part of the social field is considered. It has partially 
succeeded in penetrating the French production system. The standards of this 
classification system were adopted in a number of coliective agreements in 
the manufacturing industry but its application is far from generally accepted 
when such agreements are negotiated between labour and management. 

The policy succeeded more within the education system, given that it guided 
the educational reforms of the 1 960s, which included the extension of compul- 
sory education to the age of 16, the development of vocational lycees and 
schools and the appearance of new diplomas such as the brevets d’etudes 
professionnelles (vocational studies certificates) or the dipidmes universitaires 
technologiques (technical university diplomas). The policy created the situa- 
tion where it became absolutely normal to rank diplomas independently of 
specific education/training programmes, whether they were oriented towards 
general, technical or vocational subjects. 



5 . 4 . The Netherlands 

The qualification framework for Dutch secondary vocational education comprises 
four levels. It is usual to allocate higher professional qualifications at level 5. 
Levels 1 to 4 form a cohesive qualification framework. The levels of this frame- 
work are defined in a so-called ‘format’. The criteria for the positioning of qual- 
ifications in the differing levels are part of this format. Level 5 is not part of this 
framework, neither is it used in higher professional education for labelling its 
qualifications. The description of the levels is pinned onto the characteristics 
of the professional practice for which the qualifications prepare the individual: 
the boundaries of responsibilities, the complexity (of the work) and the speci- 
ficity of the required knowledge and skills needed in professional practice. 
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Level 1 , ‘assistant’, is responsible for his/her own activities. Work consists 
primarily of the application of automated routines and (to a limited extent) the 
application of standard procedures. It implies job-related skills and knowledge. 

Level 2, ‘basic occupational practitioner’, is responsible for his/her own 
activities. In addition, he/she and his/her colleagues share a collective respon- 
sibility and cooperate with colleagues. Work consists of applying automated 
routines and standard procedures. It implies occupation-related skills and 
knowledge. 

Level 3, ‘all-round practitioner’, is responsible for his/her own activities and 
should account for his/her actions to his/her colleagues (non-hierarchical). In 
addition a worker has an explicit and hierarchical responsibility: he/she moni- 
tors and supervises the application of automated routines and standard proce- 
dures. His/her work comprises the application of standard procedures and 
combining standard procedures. In addition, he/she combines or devises proce- 
dures, in the light of work preparation and supervisory activities. It implies 
mainly occupational skills and knowledge. 

Level 4, ‘specialist or middle manager’, is responsible for his/her own work 
and has to account for his/her actions to his/her colleagues (non-hierarchical). 
In addition he bears explicit hierarchical responsibility; this responsibility concerns 
planning and/or administration and/or management and/or development of the 
whole production cycle. Furthermore he combines or devises new procedures. 
It implies specialist skills and knowledge and/or occupation-independent skills 
and knowledge. 

At level 5, an occupational practitioner (professional) is responsible for his 
own work and has to account for his own actions (to colleagues, non-hier- 
archical). Work can involve both applying and combining/devising complex 
standard procedures and applying, combining/devising standard procedures 
for a broad range of activities. In addition, an occupational practitioner bears 
explicit hierarchical responsibility. This does not involve responsibility in an 
executive sense (i.e. monitoring and supervision), but rather responsibility in 
a formal, organisational sense. It implies specialised, occupation-independent 
skills and knowledge. A professional devises new procedures, tactical and 
strategic actions and has comprehensive skills with regard to policy develop- 
ment and execution. 

These concepts are worked out in detail in order to place sectoral qualifi- 
cations at a particular level. In addition, this format sets requirements related 
to the length of training for a specific qualification level and the entry condi- 
tions for the corresponding vocational education programmes. The latter criteria 
have less to do with the character of the vocational practice and more to do 
with the subsidy conditions of the Netherlands Ministry of Education. 
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The level of responsibility refers to the impact of activities on the occupa- 
tional actions of others; 

(a) the individual is responsible for his/her own activities only; 

(b) non-hierarchical responsibility; meaning mutual responsibility for one’s 
own activities and the activities of colleagues (in a team, group, gang); 

(c) hierarchical responsibility in relation to monitoring, supervisory and 
managerial tasks. 

The level of complexity indicates to what extent actions are based on stan- 
dardised procedures: 

(a) automated routines, mostly algorithms automatically executed; 

(b) application of standard procedures, mostly non-automatic algorithms; 

(c) combining standard procedures, mostly skills in problem-solving using 
familiar procedures; 

(d) developing new procedures, application of problem-solving skills resulting 
in new solutions, possibly adding new aspects to an occupation. 

The level of transfer indicates whether occupational skills can be applied 
in a variety of job positions: 

(a) job-related skills, linked to a part of a production cycle; 

(b) occupation-related skills, linked to production techniques; 

(c) occupation-independent skills, applicable in a variety of occupations/jobs. 

The length of training covers the minimum and maximum length of the 

course of a study programme at a specific qualification level: 

(a) study programmes at level 1 must have a minimum of a half year and 
a maximum of one year; 

(b) study programmes at level 2 must have a minimum of two and a maximum 
of three years; 

(c) study programmes at level 3 must have a minimum of two and a maximum 
of four years; 

(d) study programmes at level 4 must have a minimum of three and a 
maximum of four years. 

Entry conditions vary. Vocational education programmes preparing for a 
level 1 or level 2 qualification are open to everyone; there are no preliminary 
education conditions. Vocational education programmes preparing for a level 
3 or level 4 qualification are open to everyone either having a diploma of a 
lower type of general secondary education or having completed three years, 
a higher type of general secondary education or a level 2 qualification. 
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The Dutch descriptors of levels are as problematic as the English ones. In 
1 997, secondary vocational education curricula were adapted to this new qual- 
ification and level concept. This was an interesting test case for the applica- 
tion of the newly introduced criteria. The results were rather disappointing as 
the ACOA P) concluded that LOBs(^°) interpreted standards, qualifications 
and levels differently. As a result, certain sets of sector-based standards are 
identical to the traditional knowledge-based training goals that they were 
supposed to replace. Qualifications were supposed to be different with regard 
to organisation in units (formerly units were purely based on educational struc- 
tures (subjects)) and the selection and wording of standards, which used to 
be knowledge (subject) based. 

The ACOA committee also concluded that most LOBs adopted fairly formal 
arguments for allocating qualifications to levels. In fact, their arguments were 
almost identical to/copied from the definitions presented to them. Comparing 
the levels in the traditional educational structure and the levels in the new qual- 
ification structure shows practically no differences. The old primary, secondary 
and tertiary apprenticeship training programmes were allocated to qualifica- 
tion levels 2, 3 and 4 respectively. The tertiary apprenticeship programmes 
were classified as specialist training (level 4). Almost all traditional four-year 
middelbaar beroepsonderwijs courses (secondary vocational education (^i)) 
are allocated to level 4. 

The rules of the game in allocating qualifications to levels do not appear to 
be clear. Using three different criteria (responsibility, complexity and transfer) 
generates confusion. Which of these criteria is the most important one? And 
if more than one degree of complexity, for example, can be identified in an 
occupation, which one should be selected? There is much confusion when 
several degrees of complexity, responsibility or transfer are identified in an 
occupation. In such a case, committees complain that the corresponding qual- 
ification ‘cannot be allocated to a level properly’. There are terminology prob- 
lems as well. Those intended to use the criteria are not familiar with terms like 




P) The Independent Vocational Education and Labour Market Advisory Committee {Advies Commissie 
Onderwijs Arbeidsmarkt) commissioned by the Ministry of Education for the quality assessment of 
sector-related qualifications on all four levels. 

po) Landelijke organen beroepsonderwijs (LOBs) are sector-based national training bodies responsible 
for the production of sector-specific qualifications. The task of the LOBs is aimed at the develop- 
ment of qualifications and standards for the four-level secondary vocational education system, 
pi) The term middelbaar beroepsonderwijs (MBO) {literally, secondary vocational education) might 
arouse some confusion as the meaning has changed. Before the new Act on VET and Adult Educa- 
tion was implemented in 1997, the term referred to four-year school-based vocational courses only. 
The new act labels all school-based and dual programmes, on level 1, 2, 3 or 4, as middelbaar 
beroepsonderwijs. 
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‘automated routines’ or ‘standard procedures’. In addition, they associate 
complexity with the complexity and variety of working conditions and less with 
routines and procedures, i.e. the nature of work on a more abstract level. 



5 . 5 . United Kingdom (England and Wales) 

The picture regarding levels in the English system is quite complex. The national 
framework of qualifications is intended to apply to all approved qualifications. 
It has five levels and three categories of qualification. This framework does not 
have descriptors attached to the levels, although for working purposes some 
have labels -for example, qualifications in the first three levels have the labels 
‘foundation’, ‘intermediate’ and ‘advanced’ respectively. The levels are defined 
implicitly- that is, recognised qualifications are placed in the hierarchy of levels. 
The level thus gains meaning from the qualifications which have been placed 
at that level and their relationship with the qualifications placed in the adjacent 
higher and lower levels. The NVQ framework of levels applies to NVQs, which 
is one class of qualifications that fits into the third category -occupational qual- 
ifications- in the national framework. The levels for these qualifications have 
descriptors. 



Figure 2. The English national qualification framework 
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The basic idea of the English NVQs is that they are output based. Stan- 
dards indicate the functions that a person can perform, regardless of where 
and/or how the appropriate skills and knowledge were acquired. The same 
approach is used in the definition of the ievels in the NVQ classification system. 
Levels express the difference between ‘occupational competence’ in terms of 
tasks to be performed, difficulty and complexity of the work. Crucially, the five- 
level framework typically seeks to describe characteristics of the work activity 
rather than the qualities and characteristics of the people operating at a given 
level. 

The five NVQ levels are defined as follows; 

(a) level I, occupational competence in performing a range of tasks under 
supervision; 

(b) level II, occupational competence in performing a wider, more demanding 
range of tasks with limited supervision; 

(c) level III, occupational competence required for satisfactory, responsible 
performance in a defined occupation or range of jobs; 

(d) level IV, competence to design and specify defined tasks, products or 
processes and to accept responsibility for the work of others; 

(e) level V, should reflect competence at professional level with mastery 
of a range of relevant knowledge and the ability to apply it at a higher 
level than IV. 

This qualification levels framework contains internal tensions and problems. 
Not least of these is the problem of ‘multidimensional tensions’. Statements at 
the different levels emphasise different aspects of performance, using them in 
complex mixes to derive the levels: supervision, responsibility; design (of tasks, 
products, etc.) and demand. With these criteria, the relative difficulty and 
complexity of qualifications appear to be clearly indicated. However, the criteria 
are sufficiently ambiguous to allow substantial variations across different occu- 
pational areas, depending on how they are interpreted by the relevant national 
organisations setting the standards and developing the qualifications. The 
commitment to defining the standards in terms of levels of performance, rather 
than the skills and knowledge required to operate at a given level, contributes 
to the lack of precision in the descriptors. 

The level descriptors contain significant inconsistencies and problems. For 
instance, supervision as a defining concept (under supervision’ or ‘with limited 
supervision’) appears in levels I and II, but not in levels III to V. It is essential 
to remember that the definition of ‘level’ focused on ‘difficulty’ and ‘complexity’ 
(of a course or award). ‘Supervision’ is not related to this in a clear way. It is 
highly contingent on the context in which a worker is operating -the specific 
work system, technology, importance and safety of the work, etc. 
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As a function of context, it does not necessarily relate to the skill level or capacity 
of an individual worker. There are also counter-examples, where simple tasks 
may require very low levels of supervision, if any. In contrast, some high-level 
professional work includes routine liaison and guidance by superiors of the 
overall direction of work, which is built in through high levels of strategic discus- 
sion, consultation and exchange. As with lower levels in the framework, such 
supervision is highly contingent on company-specific work systems. 

Level IV states ‘accept responsibility for the work of others’. The manage- 
ment function can be used to discriminate different types of job function but 
this is contingent on the work organisation and has a significant number of 
counter-examples. Newer work systems emphasise individuals at all levels 
of a work system taking greater responsibility for the quality and rate of work; 
many new jobs in the area of information and communication technology 
comprise individuals working discretely at a high level (in terms of intellec- 
tual demand, pressure, technical complexity, etc.). They no longer have to 
climb a traditional hierarchical or corporate ladder where each rank includes 
greater responsibility for the work of others or has greater complexity in the 
mix of work. 

Design (of tasks, products, processes) is a key component of level IV and 
is particularly problematic. Job and task design can refer to a very specific 
technical job, undertaken by specialists. The emphasis on tasks, products 
and processes, whilst attempting to be comprehensive, actually mixes quite 
different roles. Product design is a very specific, technical function, which 
does not necessarily involve any extended management function. ‘Design 
of tasks’ contrasts with the way in which contemporary management roles 
tend to focus on monitoring and ensuring attainment of broad objectives 
rather than exercising control through the design of individual tasks. Whilst 
management functions can be concerned with the monitoring of tasks, prod- 
ucts and processes, the design and specification of these are not a neces- 
sary part of such functions. 

Hierarchies based on difficulty or demand are notoriously problematic. Work 
on hierarchies in mathematics suggests that many of the assumptions about 
hierarchies of difficulty derive from established patterns of instruction rather 
than intrinsic qualities of the content or operations. Demand and difficulty are 
also strongly related to individuals -what is difficult for one person is not neces- 
sarily difficult for another. It is a function of the relationship between the abili- 
ties, skills, knowledge and attitudes of an individual and the task/activity, rather 
than an intrinsic quality of the task/activity itself. 

Complexity is an additional construct, which can be associated with demand. 
This holds more promise as a construct for differentiating levels of perform- 
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ance. The cognitive acceleration in science education project (3^) has high- 
lighted the handling of multivariate problems as a feature of higher-order 
performance. Alongside this, complexity of job role as a function of being able 
to handle a range of tasks -rather than the complexity of individual tasks- is 
a key feature of the job competence model 

The NVQ descriptors thus remain problematic. In practice, in approving and 
developing qualifications, more attention is applied to the coherence of the 
hierarchy in an occupational area rather than whether individual qualifications 
conform exactly to the level descriptors. This is consistent with the move in the 
national qualifications framework towards an overall levels framework that has 
no descriptors and is intended to be highly inclusive (of different qualifications 
developed by different bodies for different purposes). 



5 . 6 . Summary 

The identification of the number of levels is rather complex. Tertiary education 
might hide levels which are not yet formally identified in national qualification 
frameworks. Apart from this, there is the difference between the number of 
levels as they are formally identified within a system or education subsystem 
and the implicit number of levels throughout the national vocational qualifica- 
tion (or education) framework. The figures in this section represent the formalised 
levels throughout the various vocation (education) subsystems presented in 
this report. The number of levels varies from three (Spain) and (Germany), via 
five (England/NVQs and the Netherlands) to six (France). 

Levels are defined differently. The criteria used to identify levels can be 
divided into six groups: 

1. input criteria or admission requirements for education and training 
programmes delivering qualifications or for the assessment of qualifi- 
cations -for instance, the duration and type of occupational experience 
or preliminary education or training; 

2. characteristics of the programmes delivering qualifications -for instance, 
the programmes’ duration or the learning venues; 

3. output criteria in‘terms of learning outputs - the attainment goals; 

4. output criteria in terms of occupational practice or characteristics of 
work; 
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(32) Adey, P. and Yates, C., Better learning - A report from the cognitive acceleration in science educa- 
tion project, Kings College, London, 1 990. 

(33) Mansfield, R. and Mathews, D., Job competence, Further Education Staff College, 1985. 




The definition of levels in qualification frameworks 



51 



5. the position of a qualification in occupational hierarchies: 

6. equation statements, formally stating the equality of qualifications at a 
certain level. 

With the NVQs, England and Wales have a pure set of criteria as this frame- 
work only uses output criteria in terms of the characteristics of work (group 4), 
while the Dearing framework is an equating system in its purest form (group 
6). France also has a pure set of criteria. Originally, the French classification 
system was created as a part of French economic planning policy and focused 
on prospective professional recruitment needs. Nowadays, the criteria are used 
to define the level of diplomas and to determine the ‘value’ of the study 
programmes and diplomas that do not belong to the initial vocational educa- 
tion system. The principles behind this French classification of levels are not 
concerned with the conditions of training but with the use that can be made of 
the levels of training in occupational practice. For this reason, French level 
criteria can be labelled as group 5 criteria, indicating how diplomas are linked 
to occupational positions. 

In all the other countries, a mixed set of qualifications is applied. For example, 
German subsystem levels are defined by criteria taken from groups 1 (Weit- 
erbildungsberufe), 2 and 4. Descriptors taken from groups 2, 3 and 4 are used 
in Spain. For application in VET, the Dutch four-level framework uses criteria 
taken from groups 1 , 2 and 5 (S'*). 

Referring to this classification of level criteria, the 1 985 European five-level 
structure (see Annex 2) uses criteria taken from groups 2, 3, 4 and 5 in a some- 
what inconsistent way. Criteria taken from group 2 (‘training that gives entry to 
this level') and from group 5 (‘this activity consists largely of practical work, 
which can be carried out independently') can be found in the definition of all 
levels. Criteria from group 3 can be found in the definition of level 3 only (‘this 
implies more theoretical knowledge...’), while criteria taken from group 4 can 
be found in the definition of levels 4 and 5 (‘...has a thorough command of the 
scientific background of the occupation'). 

Basically, the ISCED-97 classification of education levels (see Annex 3) is 
unidimensional as the content of educational activities is the key to the level 
concept. Its overall level concept is defined in terms of the content of the under- 
lying educational activities, operationalised on the basis of multiple auxiliary 
criteria as proxies for the content (typical starting ages, length of the programme, 
entrance qualifications and entrance requirements, type of certification, etc.). 



In practice, Dutch qualifications are almost exclusively used to certify VET programmes and not for 
the assessment of prior learning. Dutch qualifications are, in fact, only obtainable via an educational 
pathway. 
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A fundamental aspect of these criteria is that they complement, rather than 
exclude, each other. By definition, ISCED also covers vocational and profes- 
sional education and for these types of education the subject content and not 
the intended occupation was chosen as a classification criterion P). 

The fact is that the quality of the criteria used to identify levels, whether a 
mixed set or a pure set, is not sufficient to guarantee an unproblematic use of 
qualification levels. This can be learnt from the use of the criteria in England 
and the Netherlands. In both countries, the level criteria should enable sector 
committees (national training organisations (NTOs), and landelijke organen 
beroepsonderwijs (LOBs), respectively) to position sector-based qualifications 
in the classification structure in respect of the characteristics of the occupa- 
tions for which they are preparing. In essence, they should be able to provide 
a level designation for the respective qualifications. 

However, in both countries the ambiguity of the definition of levels causes 
NTOs and LOBs to focus on relative level differences between the qualifica- 
tions of their own sector (3®). The position proposed for a qualification in the 
national frameworks can often be better determined by its position relative to 
other qualifications and patterns of progression in the specific occupational 
sector, rather than by exact correspondence with level descriptors. Thus, the 
level assigned to a qualification strongly relates to the content of other quali- 
fications in the framework. Industry bodies do not consider the precise equiv- 
alence of qualifications (in terms of technical content, intellectual demand, etc.) 
at the same level but in different occupational sectors to be such a crucial issue 
as a ‘correct’ hierarchy in the specific sector for which they are responsible. 
As a result, this approach to assigning levels to qualifications makes sense in 
the context of each specific sector, but results in poor connections with level 
definitions and equivalences across different sectors and in respect of inter- 
professional relationships. 

Since levels convey status -reflected in the level hierarchy- the allocation 
of qualifications to levels can become the subject of powerful political and 
cultural pressure. In general, standard setting and classification have a very 
important social dimension as can be seen in examples taken from France, 
England and the Netherlands. In 1998-99, the French metallurgy sector 
requested a procedure of homologation for some of its certificats de qualifica- 
tions professionelles (COP) (®^). The sector took the step towards ‘equivalence 
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p) Fields of training (manual), Cedefop and Eurostat, Thessaloniki and Luxembourg, 1999, note 1. 
(36) Sector-based classifications of qualifications tend to be ordinal scaled, rather than rational. The 
criteria are used to place qualifications on an ordinal scale, with reference to sector-based qualifi- 
cations on the same or on other levels. 

(3^) Certificats de qualifications professionnelles (Vocational qualification certificates). 
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through levels’ even though it does not need this for its own human resources 
management purposes. The social partners of the individual sectors give a 
high level of legitimacy to these CQP from their position as generator and valu- 
ator of qualifications. To extend this legitimacy to training for other sectors, the 
choice was made to go through the homologation procedure. In England, 
attempts have been made to place qualifications on a higher level because 
these qualifications would then enjoy increased status P). Another example 
comes from the Netherlands. The Cedefop study. The impact on vocational 
training of studies analysing and forecasting trends in occupations, presents 
the case of a qualification that was allocated to a lower level than the most 
suitable one in terms of work content, because of the implications a higher 
level would have had on the salary scale (^s). 



(3®) Oates, T., An analysis of the implementation of levels frameworks in the English education and 
training system 1986 to 1999, Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 2000. 

(3®) DTI, The impact on vocational training of studies analysing and forecasting trends in occupations, 
Cedefop document, 1998. 
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6. The development and 
maintenance of standards 
and qualifications 



Procedures used for the development and maintenance of standards and qual- 
ifications have the effect of making clear who actually decides on the content 
and composition of the competences of (future) professionals. What is the influ- 
ence of industry, education and government? Should (frequently updated) stan- 
dards reflect rapid developments in occupations or should they offer a durable 
basis, allowing a professional to play a part in these developments? Do the 
standards match the actual situation in professional practice or do they express 
the social consensus on what (future) professionals should know and be able 
to perform? Are standards the property of the companies and organisations 
where the occupations and tasks are performed or should the standards do 
justice to the opinions, values and interests of a number of parties? A lot of 
these questions can be answered by looking carefully at the relevant proce- 
dures (“O). 

A further issue is the relationship between the development of standards 
and the assessment of the quality of the standards. Should all standards meet 
specific criteria? If so, how stringent are these criteria and who is responsible 
for their verification? Procedures for updating standards and qualifications are 
described in this section. In all procedures, we encounter three elements, 
though the procedures differ in the relative weight given to each of these 
elements: 

(a) a framework indicating the criteria which standards and qualifications 
must satisfy; 

(b) procedures assessing whether standards and qualifications should be 
renewed, what the specifications for the new standards and qualifica- 
tions will be and whether the newly produced standards and qualifica- 
tions meet the criteria; 

(c) methods for the development of standards and qualifications. 



(^ 0 ) See Cedefop (Sellin, B., 2000): Anticipation of trends in occupations and quaiifications, published 
in www.trainingviliage.gr as a PDF fiie. 
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6.1. Germany 

German qualifications are part of distinct subsystems in vocational educa- 
tion and different approaches are taken to keep standards up to date. The 
approaches relate mainly to the study programme plans (Lehr-, Studien- or 
Ausbildungsplane or -ordnungen) or examination regulations (Prufungsord- 
nungen) with the differences evident in the number and type of organisations 
that are involved in the development process. Decision-making about placing 
qualifications or standards at a particular level is limited to Ausbildungsberufe 
and Weiterbildungsberufe. The government at national or federal level lays 
down a framework for curricula in the Ausbildungsordnungen, Fortbildung- 
sordnungen and framework curricula (Rahmenvereinbarungen for Lehr- and 
A usbildungsplane) . 

Training regulations for the Ausbildungsberufe arise from a lengthy nego- 
tiation process involving a large number of organisations (employers’ and 
employees’ organisations, representatives of the federal government and 
federal states, the Ministries of Education and Research, and Economic Affairs, 
and/or specific ministries such as agriculture, health, etc., depending on the 
sector). Reaching a consensus in situations where interests may be in conflict 
is often a lengthy process. However, this consensus is important as the qual- 
ifications in the most important subsystem, the Ausbildungsberufe-based Ausbil- 
dungsordnungen, have legal status. Social rights, level of payment and career 
possibilities depend on the possession of a particular Ausbildungsberuf qua\- 
ification. In addition, the commitment of business and industry is necessary for 
the assessment of relevance of a Beruf and the organisation of company-based 
training for this Beruf. An apprentice has the right to sue his/her employer when 
the company does not organise training opportunities inside or outside the 
company for all parts of the Ausbildungsberuf. 

To ensure commitment, a two-stage approach to the framework produces 
a new regulation before the contents of the study programmes are developed: 

(a) a research and development stage during which the Federal Institute 
for Vocational Training (BIBB) draws up documents for decision-making 
on matters relating to the structure and content of an envisaged training 
regulation; 

(b) a preliminary stage during which employers’ federations, trade unions, 
the federal government and the Lander governments reach agreement 
on implementing the training regulation project and determine the key 
parameters. These key parameters and the project concept are docu- 
mented in a project application dossier prepared by the competent 
sector minister with BIBBs support. 
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The development of training regulations of the Schulberufe and the study 
programme for Weiterbildungsberufe supervised by the federal states is less 
complicated. They are developed by schools and representatives from the 
respective federal state ministry of education. The same method is used at the 
tertiary level where the development of standards and of new educational 
programmes, as well as the updating of existing curricula and degrees, is largely 
up to the universities themselves. The federal states exercise a controlling 
function, whether these are in accordance with the framework law and the 
specific laws for higher education (see Section 4). The State mainly provides 
formal frameworks, with the exception of those areas of study which finish with 
a State examination, i.e. in medicine and law as well as in teacher education. 

The more vocationally or professionally oriented the course, the more 
representatives from the relevant field are involved in the initiation and devel- 
opment of, or changes to, the programme and qualification. This is the case 
at the tertiary level, above all for the Fachhochschulen and the Berufs- 
akademien ('^^). In the development process of the federal Weiterbildungs- 
berufe, the initiative lies with the social partners. After having reached internal 
agreement, the parties with an interest in having an advanced qualification 
established, acting via the apex organisations of the two sides of industry, 
submit a corresponding application to the Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research which, acting as lead agency, contacts the other federal ministries 
concerned. The Federal Minister for Education and Research examines the 
need for regulatory action on the basis of hearings (ministries, social partners, 
applicants, parties concerned) and takes a decision on the political framework 
and subsequent procedures. 

As a matter of principle, it is always the body issuing the regulation that is 
responsible for keeping the qualification up to date. As far as the federally regu- 
lated initial and advanced qualifications are concerned, the social partners 
have considerable influence in determining when a qualification should be 
updated or new ones introduced. Only if they arrived at a basic consensus and 
agree so-called corner data (Eckdaten) do the federal institute and the respec- 
tive ministries of the federal government become active. They do not, in prin- 
ciple, take the initiative on their own, even if they may push the social partners 
forward. How they carry out the corresponding exchange of experience and 
views is a matter left to the social partners themselves. 

In the case of full-time school-based qualifications, the initiative lies with 
the federal states which regulate them, though they may be pushed by other 
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(‘♦1) These professional institutes for higher adult education exist only in a few, federal states: the titles 
delivered are called Dipfom (BA). 
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local and regional authorities, colleges or socioeconomic groups related to the 
respective occupational field. Experts consider that intervals of five years are 
appropriate for checking whether the minimum standards laid down are still in 
line with the demands of technological, organisational, economic and social 
change. 

As far as initial vocational qualifications are concerned, the federal govern- 
ment and the social partners agreed in 1995 that development procedures 
should be accelerated. An important issue here is reaching agreement on the 
extent of the reforms needed: whether it is just the content and possibly also 
the examination requirements which should be adapted to meet changing 
needs or whether there is a need for a fundamental review and redrafting of 
the underlying concept. Once the social partners agree, the ministry has to 
decide on applications for updating within a period of three months. If it is only 
the content and the examination requirements that are to be modified, the 
updating process should take no longer than one year to be completed. In the 
case of a fundamental structural redrafting, a period of two years before formal 
approval is usual. 

Taking note of the rapidity of developments in professional practice, it is no 
longer sufficient to take action when it is clear that standards need to be revised, 
with the inevitable loss of time associated with this procedure. Therefore, in 
1998, on the initiative of the national Ministry of Education and Research 
(Bundesministerium fur Bildung und Forschung) an early warning system 
(FrOherkennungssystem) for the development of qualifications was launched. 
Early recognition of developments, for example through a monitoring system, 
should enable rapid response to developments. 



6.2. Spain 

The General Council for Vocational Training (Consejo General de la Forma- 
don Profeslonal, CGFP) is responsible for controlling, maintaining and 
updating vocational standards used in the education system. The CGFP 
was established in 1997 as ‘a tripartite consultative body involving manage- 
ment and union organisations and public administration organisations and, 
furthermore, as an advisory body to the government (MEC) in matters of 
vocational training' {‘^^). The national government, the autonomous regions 
and the social partners are represented in the CGFP. The main competences 
of the CGFP are: 



{'* 2 ) Real Decreto 1684/1997 of 7 November 1997. 
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(a) to evaluate and control the implementation of the national programme 
and propose its updating, without detriment to the autonomous regions’ 
powers in this area; 

(b) to report on the planned syllabuses and qualifications corresponding 
to the various vocational training degrees and speciaiities, and the 
professional certificates in matters of occupational vocational training 
and, where appropriate, their academic or professional homologation 
with the corresponding levels of regulated vocational training, without 
threatening the competences of the State Schools Council in these 
matters. 

In the field of initial vocational education, the drawing-up of the Catalogue 
of FPR qualifications is a major attempt both to update the syllabus and 
to streamline the training supply and try to relate it to the evolution of jobs and 
the qualification needs of the productive system. With the experts from the 
MEC, education/training experts (professors, teachers and trainers from the 
different segments of vocational training) and labour experts (professional 
engineers, technicians, and/or managers of companies, employer and union 
organisations from every sector) are involved in designing and drawing up 
qualifications. 

The syllabus of regulated vocational training {Catalogue of FPR qualifica- 
tions) is regularly updated using sector studies. The studies provide informa- 
tion on business structures, the evolution of business activities and their effect 
on the design of occupations, vocational training needs, and the content and 
occupational itineraries of the various sectors and subsectors of the Spanish 
economy. 

Representatives of the public administration/ministries, sector experts, union 
representatives and management representatives of the companies create a 
sector working group that elaborates the sector, studies and defines the profes- 
sional profiles from each one of these sectors (see Figure 3). From this defi- 
nition of professional profiles, both vocational systems (regulated and occu- 
pational) define the educational curricula leading to a qualification. 



(^3) FPR stands for formacion profesional reglada (regulated vocational education). 
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Figure 3. Parties invoived in the production 
of sector studies in Spain 




The procedure for drawing up the CTP(‘'‘') has involved a broad and unpre- 
cedented process of study and analysis of the production system alongside 
the participation and advice of management and union representatives, special- 
ists from companies, technicians, etc. 

The methodology used to draw up professional qualifications is mainly qual- 
itative, involving functional analysis of tasks and competences of the ‘profes- 
sional families’ produced in the sector studies conducted by INEM. The fore- 
casts for new qualifications in the professional families, training needs and the 
emergence of new occupations anticipate the medium term. Producing the 
CTP has constituted important progress in the analysis and updating of the 
qualifications in Spain. At this moment, the CTP consists of professional profiles 
for 24 professional families; another two have yet to be developed. 



(44) CTP stands for Catalogo de Vtulos Profesionales, the catalogue of all titles in regulated vocational 
education. 
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The profiles were developed in four phases, carried out mainly by the Voca- 
tional Training Committee, beginning with analysis of the economic, techno- 
logical, organisational, occupational and training aspects of the sectors. These 
analyses include the sector studies conducted by the Spanish Office of Employ- 
ment in collaboration with the Ministry of Education and Culture. 

Based on the conclusions of the sector study, a functional analysis of the 
production processes was carried out by a work group consisting of techno- 
logical experts from the sector and education experts, including from govern- 
mental bodies responsible for the sector’s professional or labour regulations. 
The experts identified the functions that people must be able to perform in 
order to achieve the performance asked for by productive organisations. These 
functions are formulated as skill titles and are grouped together accordingly to 
constitute the professional profiles of the qualifications. 

In the third phase, taking the professional profiles as a reference, the basic 
knowledge, abilities, skills and attitudes necessary to obtain the professional 
skill defined by the profile were identified. This construct was expressed in 
close connection with the corresponding achievement goals and evaluation 
criteria. Similarly, the content of each training programme was determined to 
enable pupils to obtain the aforementioned competences. 

In the fourth phase, the qualifications and certificates were compared, with 
the participation of management, union and professional organisations and 
other government bodies. 

Since the economic and social agreement [Accuerdo Economico y Social, 
AES) in 1985, the intervention of the CGFPXo arrange and supervise the 
process has been ensured. 




6 . 3 . France 

The Ministry of Education compiles French national diplomas. The ministry is 
advised in this matter by 1 9 sector occupational/professional advisory commit- 
tees (commissions professionnelles consultatives, CPC). Representatives of 
various ministries, specialists, representatives of parents and social partners, 
representatives of the respective sector and professional grouping form the 
CPC. The CPC advise about the adjustment of the diplomas that are related 
to their sector. They ensure the quality of the occupational activity frames of 
references. CPC activities cover professional education and training at various 
levels. Any member of a CPC can forward a request for updating, reviewing 
or creating a new diploma. 
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The procedure for the development or adjustment of diplomas consists of 
two main steps. In the first, the need to adjust a diploma is studied in response 
to a request either from the ministry itself or from industry. If the advice from 
the ministry and the relevant CPC is positive, the second phase is undertaken. 
Under the supervision of the CPC, two individual work groups develop, in 
succession, a profile and a new certification frame of reference. The first work 
group has experts from professional practice. In the second, teachers and 
educational inspectors are consulted. 

The reference documents developed in this procedure are used for exam- 
ination purposes. Biases in the use of the reference documents are fought 
against through a high standardisation of the evaluation process, i.e. the exam- 
ination process. National and regional inspectors play an important role in this 
context, as do national centralised examination procedures. 

In general, each diploma is reviewed approximately every five years. A 
national classification (a list) of training specialities exists (nomenclature de 
formation) as well as a national classification (a list) of occupations (nomen- 
clature de professions) called PCS (professions categories socio-profession - 
nelles). Both have statistical purposes, but key players in the labour market 
and in the training field use them extensively. In PCS, there is a qualitative 
element in that it also reflects the socioeconomic category of the occupation 
including its position in the hierarchy of occupations. 



6 . 4 . The Netherlands 

A total of 22 national organisations develop the standards for vocational educa- 
tion on secondary level (landelijke organen voor het beroepsonderwijs, LOBs). 
An LOB is expected to monitor developments in its sector, keeping the quali- 
fications and standards up to date. It manages the composition and content 
of the qualifications of the sector. 

The initiative for the development or adjustment of a qualification rests with 
the LOB. The Ministry of Education, Culture and Science does not have to be 
consulted about this. The LOB, where the sector-specific social partners take 
the lead themselves, is free to decide the kind and volume of adjustments. It 
can limit this to updating just some of the elements of one single qualification, 
but can also restructure a number of qualifications of differing levels at the 
same time. 

The actual development process of standards and qualifications consists 
of two steps. In the first step, the professional profiles are developed. Depen- 
dent upon the extent of the adjustment, one or more professional profiles are 
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developed. The LOB is free to decide which investigative methods it will use 
to achieve a new or renewed professional profile. Empirical surveys as well as 
(video) conferences of expert meetings are applied. Finally, the investigation 
must lead to the laying-down of one or more professional profiles by the sector’s 
social partners. 

In the second phase, sector-based social partners develop one or more 
vocational education profiles in cooperation with representatives from the 
schools (a LOB in fact). The result, called a beroepsonderwijsprofiel (voca- 
tional education profile), is the Dutch equivalent of what in this report is defined 
as a qualification. 

The difference between professional profiles and vocational education 
profiles is crucial. A professional profile is drawn up by social partners and 
reflects the current situation in a profession. Social partners and the educa- 
tion field draw up a vocational education profile (qualification) together. It can 
be composed from several professional profiles. In other words, the breadth 
of a qualification is set down in consultation between industry and education. 
In a vocational education profile, the standards, divided into units, are included. 
They are formally approved and published by the Ministry of Education, Culture 
and Science after consultation of the ACOA. Only education programmes 
preparing for these ministerial-approved qualifications are considered for govern- 
ment subsidy. 

A characteristic of this procedure is that the state has set out a general 
framework within which the parties involved are required to operate. The Ministry 
of Education, Culture and Science keeps its distance, attributing to the ACOA 
the role of developing new proposals for criteria with which qualifications and 
standards must comply. Only in this indirect way does the government have 
an influence on the quality and composition of standards and qualifications. 

In higher professional education, qualifications are developed in a more 
informal way. Invited by the schools, a group of professionals produces a profile 
for the respective profession. Schools cooperate in developing a so-called 
educational profile covering about 4 720 out of the 6 720 study hours a course 
in higher professional education will comprise. The key concept is self-regu- 
lation, with a high degree of autonomy in the light of professional, sectoral and 
regional needs and trends. 
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6 . 5 . United Kingdom (England and Wales) 

If an organisation wishes a qualification to be approved as part of the national 
framework of qualifications, the stages of development of national standards are 
regulated, with a routine pattern applied across all occupational sectors and 
levels. In the occupational segment of the system, national qualifications are 
developed by designated national training organisations (NTOs). These often 
commission experts or consultants experienced in standards development. 

With the focus on occupational standards, the national standards have an 
industry-wide orientation, but are developed through analysis of individual 
enterprises’ work organisation and internal company-specific standards. The 
principal requirement is that the standards should relate to competence rather 
than simply express the requirements of training or vocational education 
programmes. 

Draft standards are required to go through wide consultation with enter- 
prises, for validity and transparency. These form the basis of qualifications, 
which are developed in conjunction with national awarding bodies, which are 
then submitted to the QCA for admission to the national framework. More than 
one awarding body may develop qualifications relating to the same set of occu- 
pational standards. The QCA will use the separate criteria that have been laid 
down for specific types of qualifications, for example for GCSEs (general certifi- 
cates of secondary education), for NVQs, etc. Management of the system of 
organisations developing the occupational standards which form the basis of 
NVQs and other key qualifications admitted to the occupational segment of 
the system previously was the responsibility of the DfEE (Department for Educa- 
tion and Employment) but passed in 1 997 to the QCA. 

An NVQ must be based on the national standards; this is now more impor- 
tant than whether the qualification follows the exact form of the units devel- 
oped at the outset of the implementation of the NVQ system. However, qual- 
ifications must be expressed in the form of units, and must be available on a 
national basis. As part of the submission and approval process, the QCA checks 
whether quality assurance and administration systems for the qualification 
meet the criteria laid down, including those relating to equal opportunities. 

More than one awarding body may work with an NTQ in order to deliver 
the same, or broadly similar, NVQs. Similarly, an NTQ may work with more 
than one awarding body to develop complementary qualifications or qualifi- 
cations in different areas and/or levels of the national framework. A few NTQs 
are also awarding bodies themselves, although this is a situation which the 
QCA and DfEE do not encourage, due to potential problems of conflict of inter- 
ests, or monopolistic tendencies. 
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In the procedure for developing new standards, an NTO takes the initia- 
tive, commissions research (occupational analysis) and develops (draft) stan- 
dards. The QCA has a supervising and approving role. The allocation of qual- 
ifications to levels is proposed by the submitting awarding body. It proposes 
to the QCA the level in the national framework to which a specific qualification 
relates and provides justification. The QCA checks the submission and nego- 
tiates with the awarding body and the NTO if the justification is not adequate. 
Table 3 indicates the timescale for each of the stages in the N VQ development 
process. 



Table 4. Timescales and stages in the NVQ development process 



TIMESCALES H 


STAGES IN THE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 


Stages 1 and 2 

(approximately 
six months) 


Stage 1 

NTO approaches QCA with proposal to develop 
national standards in a specific occupational area 




Stage 2 

QCA judges merit of proposal in conjunction with SQA 
(Scottish Qualifications Authority) and consults with Welsh 
and Northern Ireland bodies 


stage 3 

(between three 
and six months) 


Stage 3 

After formal approval of proposal, NTO begins analysis 
of occupational area; this includes empirical analysis of content of 
work, plus consultation to verify content and language of standards 


stages 4 and 5 

(approximately 
three months) 


Stage 4 

NTO submits draft standards to QCA, to original group 
which approved development work 




Stage 5 

Potential refinement following recommendations 
of QCA approval group 


stage 6 

(approximately 
three months) 


Stage 6 

After final approval and issuing of contract, national standards 
used for developing qualifications in conjunction with national 
awarding body 




(*) The timescales vary from sector to sector and depend on whether or not significant problems are 
experienced in the development work. 
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For the development of national standards, the battery of analysis tech- 
niques for analysing occupational competence includes work process analysis, 
Delphi methods, critical incident analysis, analytical work deriving from socio- 
psychological study of work, task or functional analysis. Whatever the analysis 
approach used, the QCA must be confident that the NTO has undertaken 
adequate empirical analysis of the occupational functions described in the 
standards. It must also have undertaken adequate consultation with industry 
and other interests (trade unions, professional associations, etc.) to ensure 
that the standards represent the requirements of the occupational area. 

Standards are currently approved for a maximum of five years. There is no 
formai minimum period, but the shortest period to date has been two years. 
The average duration of approval is three years. 



6.6. Summary 

It is interesting to see that the methods for analysing developments in sectors 
and occupations are quite similar. Empirical studies are used in all the coun- 
tries, whether existing ones or studies specially commissioned for the purpose 
of the development of standards and qualifications. Furthermore, all the coun- 
tries work with frameworks indicating the criteria that standards and qualifica- 
tions which are to be developed have to satisfy. 

Major differences can be found in the procedures assessing whether 
standards and qualifications should be renewed and whether the newly 
produced standards and qualifications meet the criteria. In England, France 
and the Netherlands, standing organisations or commissions are respon- 
sible for the maintenance of the standards and qualifications of a sector. For 
qualifications previously approved as a part of the national framework, English 
commissions are allowed to start an adjustment process only with the consent 
of the national agency, the QCA. The results of the development work must 
also be submitted to the QCA. This is partly the case for France but not for 
the Netherlands. 

In the Netherlands central management is absent. Sector-based bodies 
(LOBs) have a large amount of freedom in the development and establishment 
of standards and qualifications. The role of the government is restricted due 
to the prior establishment of the criteria that aii standards and qualifications 
must meet. In France, the CPC have a consultative voice and the government 
tends towards compromise. The final decision rests with the Ministry of Educa- 
tion and its DESCO (Direction de I’Enseignement Scolaire: Directorate for 
School Education). 
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In Germany, broadly composed committees are set up when a study 
programme {Lehr- or Ausbildungsplan) is to be renewed. The social partners 
and the government are represented in these committees. The social partners 
nominate experts doing the actual job and are strongly involved in the process 
in reviewing the work of the experts. Besides the study programme, plans must 
comply with the criteria laid down by the government. This procedure, however, 
concerns only the Aus- and Fortbildungsberufe and not the Schulberufey most 
of the Weiterbildungsberufe and not at all the Hochschulberufe. 

Spanish qualifications are the subject of tripartite control as a national council 
composed of government representatives, social partners and regions super- 
vises the development of all qualifications. 
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7. The classification of 

qualifications at tertiary level 



All over Europe, the number of people qualified at tertiary level is growing. 
OECD statistics for 1 996 claim that in a number of countries more than 50 % 
of the relevant age group qualify at a national education system’s tertiary 
level (“'5). The growth of tertiary education is reflected in a growing variety of 
courses in terms of duration, qualification titles and organisations providing 
tertiary-level qualifications. The proliferation of tertiary education provisions is, 
in fact, inspired by the growing popularity of this type of education with students 
and in the labour market. This development towards Teriarisierung derBerufs- 
ausbildung (tertiarisation of VET), as this phenomenon is called in Germany, 
can be seen across Europe. With the introduction of new qualifications, tertiary 
education providers are responding to qualification demands in the labour 
market and a still increasing variety of students, particularly as institutes that 
traditionally provide tertiary education are autonomous in defining new quali- 
fications and standards. In this process, it has become obvious that it is increas- 
ingly difficult to make an adequate distinction between the sub-degree levels 
at a tertiary level in some countries and the level 4 qualifications in other systems 
at the upper secondary level. 

In this section, we will answer the question of how these developments 
are reflected in the number and definition of levels in national qualification 
frameworks. Are current qualification structures thought to be suitable for the 
absorption of this autonomous proliferation of tertiary-level qualifications? 
What are the national and international answers to this growing lack of 
transparency? 



7 . 1 . The position of tertiary qualifications 
in qualification frameworks 

Vocational qualification systems such as the European five-level structure, the 
English NVQ framework and the Dutch five-level structure focus on secondary- 
level qualifications at four levels while tertiary-level qualifications are supposed 



(■• 5 ) OECD, Education at a glance, OECD indicators, Paris, 1998. 
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to be covered with one single level, namely level 5 These three frame- 
works, in particular, have their roots in secondary vocational education. See, 
for example. Article 2 of the EEC Council decision on European qualification 
levels: The work referred to in paragraph 2 shall first and foremost concen- 
trate on the occupational qualifications of skilled workers. . (Article 2, point 2). 

In the Netherlands, the five-level structure was developed for secondary 
vocational education, covering only the first four levels of this framework. As 
stated in Section 3, tertiary vocational education, labelled as level 5, does not 
use this level definition as it feels itself as a part of the higher education infra- 
structure 

In England and Wales, in particular, level 5 NVQs are not widely used as 
universities and schools for higher professional education strongly prefer to 
develop their own study programmes instead of implementing NVQs. However, 
whereas in England a new concept has been launched for a qualification frame- 
work for tertiary vocational education, the Netherlands intends to implement 
the proposals formulated in the recent Bologna Declaration (1999). 

Current discussions in Spain concentrate on the impact of the introduction 
of the European five-level structure. Not surprisingly, most attention is paid to 
the implications for secondary vocational education in terms of the definition 
of qualifications. So far, tertiary vocational education is only marginally affected 
by these debates. In Germany, the growing numbers of tertiary qualifications 
and their impact on level structures are not an issue for a national debate. 
Germany lacks a national qualification structure. Decisions on the definition of 
qualifications and the introduction of new qualifications are taking place within 
the traditional framework for higher education policy-making. The revisited 
German framework law on higher education (1 998) allows the implementation 
of consecutive programme structures with the delivery of bachelor and masters 
degrees (''®). 

Qualification structures equally covering secondary vocational and tertiary 
professional qualifications can be found in France and in the English national 
qualification framework. Levels I, II and III of the French six level structure 
cover tertiary qualifications. These levels correspond to the three cycles in 
French tertiary education: level III refers to an initial two-year cycle, leading to 
a diploma from, for instance, instituts universitaires de technologie (lUT). Level 
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In England, short tertiary programmes, provided by secondary vocational education or tertiary voca- 
tional education institutes, are also labelled as level 4. 

See also Volume 3. 

(^®) The German Science Council {Wissenschaftsrat) recently recommended replacing the traditional 
parallel structure by an internationally recognised three-evel structure: bachelor, master and doctorate 
(PhD) degrees. This is in line with the proposals in the Bologna Declaration. 
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II refers to diplomas to be obtained after a four-year (undergraduate) study 
programme and level I represents (postgraduate) doctorate degrees. This 
system of levels, introduced in 1969, is intended to classify all diplomas according 
to their respective objectives. New diplomas are classified into one of these 
levels, regardless of differences in programmes, or the quality and status of 
the institutes providing the courses. Thus, there seems to be another (rather 
hidden) structure within this three-level (meta-) framework. 

A suggestion in the 1997 English Dearing report on higher education is 
interesting and relevant. The report suggests tackling this growing lack of trans- 
parency in the field of tertiary qualifications by implementing a qualification 
framework particularly covering tertiary qualifications (''®). This proposal is an 
example of the much wider trend towards developing a qualification frame- 
work for tertiary education independent of, or, in terms of definitions and criteria, 
only loosely related to, secondary education frameworks. The Lisbon (1997) 
Convention and Sorbonne (1998) and Bologna (1999) Declarations are also 
examples of this trend. 

Basically, in the Bologna (1999) Declaration, 28 European countries agreed 
to introduce a coherent three-level framework for tertiary qualifications: a grad- 
uate (bachelor) level, to be obtained after three years of study; a postgraduate 
(master’s) level to be obtained after five years; and a doctorate (PhD) level to 
be obtained after at least eight years of study. It is interesting to note that the 
development of a common structure for tertiary education is promoted within 
a European framework. It is also interesting to note that, even in the Dearing 
example, the duration of the education process has been taken into account 
in the definition of levels in addition to the outcomes. Far more than is the case 
with some of the qualification structures presented in the other sections of this 
report, these structures seem to be much more linked to an education system, 
which in this case is the tertiary education system. 



(^9) National Committee of Inquiry Into Higher Education (Cl HE), Education in the learning society, the 
Dearing report, HMSO, London, 1997. This framework is still under discussion. According to plan- 
ning, it is foreseen that a definite concept will be delivered in 2000. The proposal suggests the intro- 
duction of eight levels, thus covering all qualifications of degrees and sub-degrees. 
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7 . 2 . Summary 

Tertiary education is faced with a rapid growth across Europe, both in terms 
of numbers of students as in the variety of courses and levels. Together with 
the growing significance of tertiary education for economic development and 
international labour market mobility, this development instigated a Europe-wide 
discussion on the need for greater international transparency and coherent 
classification. With the policy framework of the Lisbon Convention and the 
Sorbonne and Bologna Declarations, EU Member States are implementing a 
common European two-level (bachelor-master’s) infrastructure for initial tertiary 
(professional) education. This framework should also be suitable for the assess- 
ment of prior learning. Apart from the Dearing proposal, this EU policy frame- 
work seems to be the focus point for national policy-making in European Member 
States with regard to the level structure of tertiary education. 

Taking the recent proliferation of tertiary education into account, a Euro- 
pean two- or three-level framework is surprisingly simple. Moreover, the dura- 
tion and not the learning outcomes seem to be the most important criteria for 
demarcation. This will not be sufficient for international transparency and compa- 
rability. Traditionally, learning outcomes are defined by the tertiary education 
institutes themselves. Most tertiary education providers and universities define 
their own courses, linking institute-based certificates to their education 
programmes. As we see these institutes allowing their students to compose 
their own study programme (Modularisierung von Studiengangen), one wonders 
what these levels will actually say about somebody’s qualification. 

The Sorbonne and Bologna Declarations definitely resulted in international 
demand for more transparency at national and transnational level. They intro- 
duced the concept of a European classification system for tertiary qualifica- 
tions. However, additional steps with regard to the compatibility and compa- 
rability of (outcome-based) standards and qualifications will be needed from 
the great variety of education providers in order to assess the actual equiva- 
lence of qualifications. 







8. The European 1985 
five-level classification 
framework 

and the national structures 



The decision of the European Council on the comparability of vocational training 
qualifications among the Member States was passed in 1985. The five-level 
structure was introduced as an instrument to facilitate effective comparison 
between training offers in the Member States. In this section, we will analyse 
the relationship between the European 1985 five-level structure and national 
structures from two angles: 

(a) whether or not the European system was a source of inspiration for the 
reforms in national qualification classification systems implemented 
after 1985; 

(b) the similarities and differences between the descriptors and definitions 
used in the European five-level system and national classification 
systems. 

This will allow assessment of the extent to which the European framework, 
and its application in the European comparability exercise (^°), served as a 
source of inspiration for the countries adjusting classification frameworks around 
or after 1985, in particular England, the Netherlands and Spain. 



8.1. Germany 

The long-standing German vocational education system has always main- 
tained a difficult relationship with the European five-level framework. The basis 
of the problems lies in the difference in the ‘valuation’ of learning venues other 
than schools. For the purposes of determining training levels, the five-level 
system links output criteria, for instance the ability to execute practical work 



(50) The European comparability exercise linked to the Council decision on comparability of qualifica- 
tions from 1985 and put into practice by Cedefop on behalf of the European Commission between 
1986 and 1993. A total of 19 occupational sectors and more than 200 occupational profiles were 
defined and national certificates were allocated to these common definitions until 1993 (see the 
respective European Official Journals, C series. 
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autonomously, with input criteria, i.e. the completion of specific initial courses 
such as a Berufsausbildung or a Fachausbildung. 

In view of the fact that specific mention is made of apprenticeship being 
located at level 2 of the European framework, it can be concluded that the 
European classification was developed from a full-time education perspective. 
Consequently, those who graduated from apprenticeships were regarded as 
skilled workers (level 2) and not as ‘technicians’ trained in full-time schools as 
in France. This perspective evidently assumes that ‘higher’ (level 3) qualifica- 
tions cannot be obtained via an apprenticeship that is mainly based on work 
experience and in-company training. 

The Germans reproach the European system for not treating this distinc- 
tion carefully; the learning venue (school, company) is not to be considered 
the same as learning content (theory, practice) (^''). With such an approach, 
the German dual system is placed structurally on a lower level (as regards 
content) than similar training systems in other Member States. 

In fear of the consequences of a low position in the European five-level 
system, the Institut der Deutschen Wirtschaft (\ns\:\\u\e of the German Economy, 
Cologne) commissioned a study on the effect of the European five-level system 
on the classification of German vocational qualifications (1995). The study 
aimed ‘to explore the practical significance of the five-level system for the 
holders of vocational qualifications and for German companies’ (Koch, 1995, 
p. 2). The first issue researched was the extent to which German companies 
were assuming a negative impact on their competitiveness in European markets 
as a result of the low classification of German qualifications by the five-level 
system (e.g. when bidding for orders). 

In general terms, the study showed that the majority of the companies, 
associations and organisations were not familiar with the five-level system. 
The few which were familiar with it denied that it was having an impact on their 
competitiveness vis-a-vis their European rivals, at least at that time (1995). 
The study further found that German companies’ competitiveness could be 
adversely affected in the future if proof of compliance with certain quality stan- 
dards laid down by a contractor were to be judged on the basis of the five-level 
system. 



(51) For the allocation of training offers to levels in the comparability exercise, the skilled workers’ level 
definition was the deciding factor while learning venues were not taken into account. This less 
orthodox use of the criteria did not lead to a formal adaptation of the level definitions of the Euro- 
pean 1985 framework. 
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8.2. Spain 

The Spanish classification system for secondary vocational education has two 
levels. Following the 1990 educational reform, these levels are compatible with 
levels 2 and 3 of the European system. The explanation of this reform, ‘this 
organisation is based on the structure of the training levels drawn up by the 
Commission of the European Communities’, however, makes it clear that no 
new professional classification system was created. Rather, the categories from 
the European five-level structure were formally used for the allocation of Spanish 
levels that were not changed substantially. Spanish education standards and 
the European five-level structure are represented in Table 4. 

Comparing the old education system (1970) and the current system (1990), 
an allocation problem is seen. In the old system, accepting the current divi- 
sions of levels established by the European Union, vocational qualifications 
corresponded to levels 1 and 2, whereas these qualifications in the new system 
now correspond to levels 2 and 3. 

In 1988, the draft reform of technical/occupational education proposed a 
correlation between the qualifications and the five levels of professional profi- 
ciency mentioned above, which seemed congruent and significant. It was 
initially proposed that module 2 (current intermediate programme) should corre- 
spond with professional proficiency level 2 to skilled implementation, and module 
3 (current advanced programme) should correspond with level 3, to techni- 
cians and middle managers, but this correlation was abandoned. 

In the subsequent development of the reform concluded with the LOOSE, 
a terminology of qualifications was produced (technician for intermediate qual- 
ifications, and advanced technician for advanced qualifications), which led to 
confusion as it clashed with the customary meaning of these terms (the advanced 
technician was, and is, an engineer) thereby hampering transparency. 

In the light of these differences, there is a risk of vocational training quali- 
fications still being merely an academic reference, with very little influence on 
the actual labour market and, for the same reason, invalid in supporting an 
updated classification, as could and should be expected. They define the 
preparatory training that gives access to a level according to the nomencla- 
ture of the old education system. It is likely that there will be serious mismatches 
in the medium term between the classification systems of the education system 
and the labour market. 

With the reform of the education system, and the reform of vocational training, 
professional profiles were constructed according to two factors: their suitability 
for the productive system and their comparability with the EU’s levels 2 and 3. 
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Table 4. Two Spanish education systems and the European 
five-ievei framework compared 




EDUCATION SYSTEM (1970) 


CURRENT EDUCATION SYSTEM (1990) 


AGE 


EU LEVELS 
(1990) 


Advanced technical college or university 
faculties (engineer or graduate) 


Advanced technical college or university 
faculties (engineer or graduate) 


22y + 


5 


University college 




University college (technical 
engineer or graduate) 






20-21 


4 




(technical engineer or graduate) 


Advanced training 
programmes 
(advanced technician) 




19 


3 


Second grade 

vocational 

training 

(expert 

technician) 




18 


University 
orientation course 


Intermediate 

training 

programmes 

(technician) 


Bachillerato 

(Bachiller) 


17 


2 


Unified and 

multipurpose 

baccalaureate 


16 


First grade 
vocational training 
(assistant 
technician) 


Compulsory secondary education 
(secondary education graduate) 


15 


1 






14 


Basic general education (EGB) 
(school graduate or certificate on 
completion of EGB course) 




13 




Primary education 


6-12 


Pre-school education 


Infant education 


0-5 



V V 
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8 . 3 . France 

The basic characteristics of the French framework were not altered after the 
introduction of the European classification framework. The question of whether 
the European model had an influence on the French system of levels must be 
answered negatively. In fact, the converse is true. The European five levels 
were, by and large, inspired by the French structure. The model is compatible 
with the French system although it is less detailed in its definitions. At the 
highest and lowest levels, France has more differentiated levels. Therefore, 
the French think European structures generate some distortion with regard to 
French practice. Compromises had to be made. The French set vocational and 
general academic achievement at upper secondary school level on an equal 
footing but only in formal terms. The social reality of it is different. Also, the 
first-level vocational diplomas (CAP and BEP) require less training years than 
the baccalaureat and they do not lead to the same level of jobs. However, it 
has been agreed to group them together at ISCED level 3 and, in that sense, 
it is felt that European systems ‘mishandle’ national systems. In a European 
dimension, the relevance of a supranational system cannot be ignored. It repre- 
sents an important tool for comparisons, negotiations and understanding of 
local systems. The outcome of its establishment is, however, as much a matter 
of political negotiation as a matter of scientific argument. 

The enquiries conducted for the French report showed that the European 
five-level system had no practical existence as such in France. The employ- 
ment services in charge of managing the EURES system were contacted for 
comment. They replied that the European five-level system was never really 
used by French services for placement purposes and that it is regarded as 
obsolete (S2). 



8 . 4 . The Netherlands 

The current Dutch qualification framework for secondary vocational education 
was developed during 1992-93 and implemented in 1997. The commission 
that developed the framework took pains over the choice and definition of clas- 
sification criteria. For this purpose, it studied the criteria and definitions from 



(52) The EURES network uses a formalised database of job offers that does not take account of training 
‘levels’. Two main elements are used that may be seen, in combination, as equivalent to the idea 
of levels: ISCO and NACE. These two international classifications have more or less been equated 
with similar French ones. 
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the English (NVQ), the Australian (ASF) and the European five-level systems. 
From the English system, it derived the principle that in the qualification struc- 
ture no characteristics of study programmes should be described, but only skill 
and/or competence-based standards that could be acquired through quite 
different provision of education and training and/or experience. 

Although the European framework was taken as a reference document, 
however, the content and characteristics of definitions retained do not really 
permit the establishment of a direct relationship between the European and 
the Dutch qualification framework. In the definitive proposal, the following refer- 
ence is made: ‘...And as a result of being linked to the European SEDOC clas- 
sification international mobility is stimulated. The diplomas are simpler to 
compare and easier to exchange...’ (^3). Closer inspection reveals that this 
reference, in terms of level descriptors, is not substantial. In this perspective, 
it is amazing that in the Netherlands it is often claimed that the Dutch system 
was copied from the European five-level framework (see Table 5). 

In the development process of the secondary vocational education four- 
level structure, the determination of the number of levels was not a point of 
discussion. A fourth level was added to the original three levels of secondary 
vocational education. This new level, the lowest in the classification, was added 
to include qualifications offering employment opportunities to people with no 
or discontinued preliminary training. It might be true that the idea of introducing 
a new semi-skilled qualification level (level 1) was inspired by the already 
existing European five-level structure. Research conducted for the Nether- 
lands report produced no conclusive evidence for this statement, nor any to 
the contrary. 



8 . 5 . United Kingdom (England and Wales) 

In 1 986, the National Council for Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ) was founded. 
It was responsible for implementing the review of vocational qualifications 
(RVQ). In 1986, the UK Government was pursuing a rather isolationist policy 
in Europe; the RVQ focused intently on strategies designed to resolve the 
fundamental problems of a low level of training and an incoherent national 
qualification framework within England and Wales. These problems and deficits 
became more strongly evident during the implementation of the comparability 
exercise by Cedefop (Steedman and Wagner, 1998). The testimonies of key 




(53) Ministerie van Onderwijs, CHtuur en Wetenschappen, Wet Educatie en Beroepsonderwijs; 
de Wet in hoofdlijnen, Zoetermeer, 1996, p. 14. 
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policy-makers in 1986 and in 1998 confirmed this lack of commitment to artic- 
ulation with EU structures and the tight focus on policy measures tailored to 
the situation in England and Wales. 

Referring to EU systems, the report stated: Our remit is concerned with 

England and Wales and not with wider issues of the United Kingdom and the 
European Community. We have, however, taken note of the European Council 
decision of 1 6 July 1 985, the aim of which is to assist mobility of labour within 
the Community by improving arrangements for recognition of comparability of 
vocational training qualifications between EU Member States. That decision 
referred to a five-level training structure. We have not addressed issues of 
comparability between that structure and our proposed framework. It is much 
too early to attempt any discussion of comparability’ (s-*). 

In practice, the level framework for England and Wales possessed a number 
of features that resulted in poor articulation with the EU structure. The prob- 
lems to which these differences gave rise became particularly evident when 
effort was devoted to locating English qualifications in the EU framework during 
the mid-1 990s. The differences between the framework endorsed by the RVQ 
and the EU framework can be summarised in two points. 

First is the difference between a training orientation (EU) and an outcome 
orientation (NVQ framework). The Cedefop framework is based on training levels, 
whereas the NVQ levels are not related to formal training. NVQs are based on 
outputs and are intended to confirm that a person has successfully completed 
a series of nationally specified outcomes, irrespective of the mode, duration, or 
location of the learning. Second is the difference in emphasis on entry require- 
ments (EU) and open access (NVQ framework). Part of the function of NVQs is 
to provide certification of workers who have developed skills over a period of 
time, through work rather than formal learning. Accreditation of prior learning/achieve- 
ment is seen as an important requirement in the UK, which has had a compar- 
atively low level of training. Thus, although in a few sectors, at particular levels, 
prerequisites are stated for certain units/qualifications, the NVQ criteria empha- 
sise open access to units/qualifications. The NVQ levels framework is, there- 
fore, not based on a ‘route map’ of what needs to be taken in order to progress 
to a higher level, nor on a necessary ladder of progression. 

While the national framework is emphasised in national policy, and is a point 
of reference for organisations’ policy and development work, a wide range of 
frameworks, such as the awarding body structures, continues to exist. Contrary 



(54) RVQ, Review of vocational qualifications, Department of Education and Science and Manpower 
Services Commission, 1986. We have to remember that in 1986 the decision of 1985 on compara- 
bility had not yet been put into practice. The first results were published by 1 987. 
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Table 5. The 1985 European five-level framework and the 
1997 Dutch five-level framework compared 



EUROPEAN FIVE-LEVEL FRAMEWORK 
LEVEL 1 

Training that gives entry to this level: compul- 
sory education and pre-vocational training. 

This training is foiiowed either in an educa- 
tionai estabiishment, or within the framework 
of extra-curricuiar training programmes, or in 
a company. The amount of theoreticai knowi- 
edge and practicai skiii required is very iimited. 
This quaiification which is intended for carrying 
outfairiy straightforward work, can be obtained 
fairiy readiiy. 



DUTCH QUALIFICATION FRAMEWORK 



LEVEL 1 
(Assistant) 

An assistant is responsibie for his/her own 
activities. Work consists primariiy of the appii- 
cation of automated routines and (to a iimited 
extent) the appiication of standard procedures. 
An assistant’s work impiies job-reiated skiiis 
and knowiedge. 



LEVEL 2 

Training that gives entry to this level: compul- 
sory education and vocational training (including 
dual training as in apprenticeship schemes). 

At this ievei, a fuii quaiification is obtained for 
a cieariy defined activity, using the instruments 
and techniques concerned. This activity consists 
largeiy of practicai work, which can be carried 
out independentiy within the boundaries of 
techniques learned. 



LEVEL 2 

(Basic occupational practitioner) 

A worker is responsibie for his/her own activi- 
ties. He/she and his/her coiieagues share a 
coiiective responsibiiity for their work. A worker 
cooperates with coiieagues. Work concentrates 
on appiying automated routines and standard 
procedures implying occupation-reiated skiiis 
and knowiedge. 



LEVEL 3 

Training that gives entry to this level: compul- 
sory education and/or vocational training 
and additional technical training or technical 
vocational training or other vocational training 
at secondary level. 

This impiies more theoreticai knowiedge than 
the previous ievei. This ievei mostly comprises 
practicai work that can be carried out inde- 
pendentiy and/or comprises other responsi- 
bilities such as ieadership and coordination. 



LEVEL 3 

(All-round practitioner) 



A worker is responsibie for his/her own activ- 
ities and accounts for his/her actions to coiieagues 
(non-hierarchicai). A worker is responsibie for 
monitoring and supervising the appiication of 
automated routines and standard procedures. 
Work concentrates on the appiication of stan- 
dard procedures and combining these proce- 
dures. He/she combines or devises proce- 
dures for work preparation and supervisory 
activities. Work impiies mainiy occupationai 
skiiis and knowiedge. 
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EUROPEAN FIVE-LEVEL FRAMEWORK 
LEVEL 4 

Training that gives entry to this level: secondary 
vocational education (general or vocational 
training) and post-secondary technical training. 

This is technicai training at a higher ievei in 
educationai establishments or eisewhere. 
The quaiification obtained as a resuit of this 
training comprises knowledge and skills at 
a higher level, but in general terms does not 
require knowledge of scientific principles in 
the different areas concerned. These skills 
and knowledge make it possible, in partic- 
ular, to take responsibility for planning and/or 
supervision and/or management in an 
autonomous or independent way. 



DUTCH QUALIFICATION FRAMEWORK 



LEVEL 4 

(Specialist or middle manager) 



A worker is responsible for the execution of 
his/her own work and has to account for his/her 
actions to colleagues (non-hierarchical). Addi- 
tionally, he/she bears explicit hierarchical 
responsibility; this responsibility concerns 
planning and/or administration and/or manage- 
ment and/or development of a production 
cycle. Furthermore, he/she combines or devises 
new procedures. Work implies specialist skills 
and knowledge and/or transferral skills and 
knowledge. 



LEVEL 5 

Training that gives entry to this level: secondary 
education (general of vocational training) 
and full higher education. 

Whoever has followed this training is able to 
carry out an occupational activity as a salaried 
or self-employed worker and has a thorough 
command of the scientific background of the 
occupation. The qualifications required for 
carrying out an occupational activity can be 
integrated at these various levels. 



LEVEL 5 

Training that gives entry to this level: secondary 
education (general of vocational training) 
and full higher education. 

Whoever has followed this training is able to 
carry out an occupational activity as a salaried 
or self-employed worker and has a thorough 
command of the scientific background of the 
occupation. The qualifications required for 
carrying out an occupational activity can be 
integrated at these various levels. 
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to assumptions made by many researchers, the RVQ framework was not 
constructed with any deliberate reference to the EL) levels. 

Nowadays, there is scarce day-to-day reference to the EL) levels, although 
researchers and actors familiar with Cedefop work and engaged with interna- 
tional comparative studies are aware of the framework and use it for compar- 
ative purposes. It does not, however, figure significantly in national policy discus- 
sions relating to the rationalisation or updating of the English qualifications 
system. In summary, neither from the point of competitiveness nor with regard 
to transparency can traces of the European five-level system be found in the 
English qualifications system. 



8.6. Summary 

From this analysis it appears that, of the countries involved in this project, only 
in Spain and the Netherlands has the European framework had a sustainable 
impact on post-1986 education reform. The definitions of the Spanish levels 
in vocational education were taken from the European five-level system and 
the introduction of level 1 in the Dutch secondary vocational qualification frame- 
work might have been inspired by this European system. 

As a formal or substantive frame of reference for the (re)positioning of 
national systems, the European framework appears to have played no role in 
France, mainly because the French and European systems are roughly compat- 
ible. It played a very weak role in England, mainly limited to the issue of compiling 
national statistics that are comparable to those of other countries. For its part, 
England preferred to focus on measures tailored to improving skills flow into 
the economy, responding to a decline in traditional patterns of training. In the 
1980s, policy sought to revitalise training through more flexible outcomes- 
based qualifications, dismantling the more formalised arrangements (appren- 
ticeships, the industry training boards) in existence at that time. 

The European five-level structure appeared in several national discussions. 
The European system has generated considerable resistance in Germany 
because the application of the criteria for allocation qualifications, in the view 
of that country, places too low a value on German apprenticeship schemes 
within secondary vocational education. However, this discussion did not lead 
to adjustment of either the German or the European system. In Spain, the 
desire to place secondary vocational education at a higher level in the Euro- 
pean system led to the rephrasing of the definition of levels. The programmes 
of education and training were slightly adapted but not substantially changed. 
The Netherlands studied the European system and claims its new secondary 
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vocational education four-level system Is identical to the first four levels of the 
European five-level structure but this equalisation can hardly be justified from 
the criteria employed in both systems. 

Finally, it is interesting, if not ironic, to note that English concepts on their 
part seem to inspire framework reforms in other European countries. The NVQ 
concept of uncoupling qualifications and (vocational) education programmes 
was adopted in the 1997 Dutch qualification framework. The equating prin- 
ciple of the 1998 national qualification framework has inspired Spain and 
France in proposing cohesive meta-frames of reference, encompassing the 
existing ones and intended to be valid for a wide range of (lifelong learning) 
purposes, clarifying the relative status of a great many qualifications to indi- 
viduals and companies. 
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9. Conclusions 



9 . 1 . The scope of systems 

The scope of national classification systems for vocational qualifications and 
standards is determined by three criteria: 

(a) whether or not the application and use of the system is broader than 
for the identification and regulation of curricula and certificates of voca- 
tional education programmes: 

(b) whether or not a system is a cohesive and comprehensive framework 
incorporating qualifications on a set of levels while these levels are 
defined coherently: 

(c) whether or not the classification system is monopolistic in two senses: 
it comprises all qualifications that can be obtained and/or no other 
systems are in use. 

None of the countries studied has a classification system consisting of one 
unique (monopolistic) set of qualifications serving as a reference frame to certify 
a wide variety of learning and work experience at an exhaustive range of levels. 
At the moment, England and France come closest, but do not meet the last 
criterion. Proposals now being discussed in Spain and France are coming close 
to meeting all criteria. 

It is somewhat ironic to see that two English concepts seem to inspire conti- 
nental framework reforms: the idea of uncoupling qualifications and (voca- 
tional) curricula and the introduction of a national ‘framework of frameworks’ 
encompassing different types of qualifications. The idea of uncoupling qualifi- 
cations and vocational curricula was adopted in the 1997 Dutch qualification 
reform. The concept of a framework of frameworks seems to have inspired 
Spain and France in developing cohesive frames of reference that should 
connect the various existing provisions, whether they are education/training 
linked or employment linked, or whether they are based on initial VET or include 
non-formal or lifelong learning as well. 
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9 . 2 . The definition of standards 

Standards closely linked to (specific parts of) the educational/training domain 
were identified in four countries. This is quite ciear in Germany and Spain 
where standards are incorporated into curricula or diplomas. In addition to the 
application of standards for educational purposes, France and the Netherlands 
use standards for the accreditation of prior learning (APL). 

The new Spanish system will have a unified set of standards. The SNC will 
coordinate the development of standards for initial vocational education as well 
as for the training courses for job-seekers and will establish job descriptions 
at a supra-level. Even so, these standards are intended to serve as exit qual- 
ifications for all kinds of vocational education and training, whether initial or 
continuing in nature. 

Only in English NVQs are the definitions of standards deliberately unre- 
lated to formal education or training in schools, colleges or training centres. 
This was seen during the late 1 980s and 1 990s as a desirable means of encour- 
aging an increase in the level of skills accredited (and developed) without regu- 
lating the location, duration and/or mode of learning. This was seen by the 
government of the day as a means of further ‘rolling back the role of the 
State’,increasing employer and employee responsibility for training and gaining 
qualifications and increasing the numbers gaining qualifications by increasing 
the ways in which it was possible to achieve them. The national framework of 
qualifications remains a framework for qualifications - it is not a curriculum 
specification. However, the importance of linking policy in qualifications, 
curriculum development, quality assurance of assessment and training, and 
increased funding is recognised by the DfEE and QCA. 

Standards are supposed to define the characteristics of work in such a way 
that they are unambiguous and applicable to those supposed to work with 
them. Standards might serve a range of purposes. How do we define stan- 
dards applicable for different settings? From the English example, we learn 
that with an increase in the number of purposes it is increasingly difficult to 
serve all purposes sufficiently. No satisfactory answer has yet been found to 
this question. 

Another aspect for consideration is what characteristics of work should 
receive the most attention in standards. Should it be specific job requirements 
(the requirements of an occupation/profession) or current requirements of a 
given job (occupational requirements expected to be relevant in the future)? 
Do standards follow or set norms? All countries show evidence of trying to 
compromise between these possibilities. Most standards are supposed to cover 
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skills and personal work experience acquired or to be obtained in work settings. 
At the same time, standards are supposed to ensure improvement (raise, 
broaden, prepare for the future) in the competence levels of learning and 
working individuals. This compromise leaves education and training with a 
problem. When courses are organised partly at school and partly in profes- 
sional practice, vocational education is faced with a tension between the oppor- 
tunities for practical training offered by businesses and the need to include 
future-oriented objectives in a programme. 



9.3. The definition of qualifications 

Qualifications are social constructs. This is obvious when we analyse debates 
on the division of qualifications into units and on the breadth of qualifications. 
Certainly, a classification system for qualifications becomes flexible by dividing 
qualifications into units. When parts of qualifications can be certified sepa- 
rately, it is possible to acquire a qualification over time or to have parts of one’s 
work experiences certified. A greater variation in users’ requirements can be 
answered. In being more flexible to individual needs, the certification of units 
can be considered to have its advantages. The question is, however, what 
roles are attributed to qualification frameworks? To which aims will all stake- 
holders feel committed? Are qualification frameworks intended to act as a frame 
of reference for individuals and/or companies assessing the currency of (life- 
long) working and learning experiences? Or is a framework intended to stim- 
ulate young individuals to obtain a full qualification as a basis for lifetime employ- 
ability? In this perspective, (a limited set of) units can never be allowed to 
substitute for a full qualification. 

The fact that qualifications are social constructs is very visible in discus- 
sions on the breadth of qualifications. These debates focus on the issue of the 
extent to which a qualification should represent a specific occupation or job 
characteristics and to what extent qualifications should provide young and adult 
workers and learners with a broad (career) perspective. In most countries, 
several stakeholders participate in this debate on qualification definitions. It is, 
for instance, the strong belief of France and Spain that it is the role of the State 
to arbitrate between immediate individual (person and enterprise) interests 
and forward-looking global social interest. This explains why the State wants 
to be involved in the development of qualifications. In Germany, the social part- 
ners and the federal State share a long-standing consensus on the social 
status, and hence on the definition, of the Ausbildungsberufe. 

In the Netherlands, this discussion will gain momentum in the very near 
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future. The Ministry of Education's Advisory Committee on Qualifications (ACOA) 
developed a new competence-based framework for the definition of qualifica- 
tions. At the end of 1999, it was still a concept but the general feeling is that 
this new framework will bind qualifications to initial vocational education even 
more closely, moving away from the interests of workers and enterprises. This 
is fuelling the discussion on whether initial vocational education and further 
(adult) training need separate systems and structures of qualification levels. 



9.4. The levels in qualification frameworks 

Qualification levels are defined differently in the various frameworks. Criteria 
used to identify levels can be divided into six groups: 

1. input criteria or admission requirements for education and training 
programmes delivering qualifications or for the assessment of qualifi- 
cations. For instance, (duration and type of) occupational experience or 
preliminary education or training; 

2. characteristics of the programmes delivering qualifications. For instance, 
the programme duration or the learning venues; 

3. output criteria in terms of learning outputs; the attainment goals; 

4. output criteria in terms of occupational practice or the characteristics of 
work; 

5. the position of a qualification in occupational hierarchies; 

6. equation statements, formally stating the equality of qualifications at a 
certain level. 

With the NVQs, England and Wales have a pure set of criteria as this frame- 
work only uses output criteria in terms of the characteristics of work (group 4), 
while the Dearing framework is an equating system in its purest form (group 
6). French level criteria are used to define the level of diplomas and to deter- 
mine the ‘value’ of study programmes and diplomas not belonging to the initial 
vocational education system. The principles behind the French classification 
of levels do not focus on the conditions of training but on the use that can be 
made of the levels of training in occupational practice. For this reason French 
level criteria can be labelled as group 5 criteria, indicating how diplomas are 
linked to occupational positions. 

In all the other countries, a mixed set of qualifications is applied. German 
subsystem levels are defined by criteria taken from group 1 (Weiterbildungs- 
berufe) and from groups 2 and 4. Descriptors taken from groups 2, 3 and 4 
are used in Spain. For application in VET, the Dutch four-level framework uses 
criteria taken from groups 1 , 2 and 5. Formally, only criteria taken from group 
O 
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5 are used but, as Dutch qualifications are almost exclusively used to certify 
vocational education programmes, criteria taken from groups 1 and 2 are also 
applied. 

Referring to this classification of level criteria, the 1985 European five-level 
structure (see Annex 2) uses criteria taken from groups 2, 3, 4 and 5 in a some- 
what inconsistent way. Criteria taken from group 2 (‘training that gives entry to 
this level’) and from group 5 (‘this activity consists largely of practical work, 
which can be carried out independently’) can be found in the definition of. all 
levels. Criteria from group 3 can be found in the definition of level 3 only (‘this 
implies more theoretical knowledge...’), while criteria taken from group 4 can 
be found in the definition of levels 4 and 5 (’... has a thorough command of 
the scientific background of the occupation’). 

Basically, the ISCED-97 classification of education levels (see Annex 4) is 
unidimensional as the content of educational activities is the key to the level 
concept, its overall level concept is defined in terms of the content of the under- 
lying educational activities, and other criteria, for example starting ages, length 
of programmes, entrance conditions and qualification requirements, type of 
certificate, etc. A fundamental aspect of these criteria is that they complement, 
rather than exclude, each other. By definition, ISCED also covers vocational 
and professional education. Subject content rather than the intended occupa- 
tion was chosen as a classification criterion for these types of education. 

In France, the Netherlands and England, sectoral organisations develop 
qualifications for a range of levels. They also have the authority to allocate 
qualifications to levels though they tend not to use the typical characteristics 
of an occupation in this process but the characteristics of qualifications at the 
same or other levels. It becomes a reference process because the position 
proposed for a qualification is often determined more by its position relative to 
other qualifications, rather than by exact correspondence with the level descrip- 
tors. Sectoral organisations focus on the relative differences between the qual- 
ifications within their respective sectors. Since levels convey status - and 
present this in hierarchical form - the allocation of qualifications to levels can 
thus become subject to political and socio-cultural pressures. 
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9 . 5 . Development and maintenance 
of standards and qualifications 

With regard to the development and maintenance of standards and qualifica- 
tions, the major differences between the countries in the report can be found 
in procedures assessing whether standards and qualifications should be revised 
and whether the newly produced standards and qualifications meet the criteria. 
Differences can be found particularly in the role of the State. 

In England, France and the Netherlands, standing organisations are respon- 
sible for the maintenance of all sector-based qualifications. The English organ- 
isations are allowed to start an adjustment process only with the consent of a 
national organisation (QCA). The results of the development work must also 
be submitted to the QCA. This is also the case in France (the Ministry of Educa- 
tion) though far less so in the Netherlands where central management is virtu- 
ally absent since the supervising ACOA committee does not have a strong 
position. In fact, sector-based bodies (LOBs) and higher professional educa- 
tion have a large degree of freedom in the development and establishment of 
standards and qualifications. The role of the State is restricted to the prior 
establishment of the criteria that all standards and qualifications must meet. 

In contrast to England and the Netherlands, the French State is directly 
involved in the development of qualifications. Although the origin of a request 
for the creation of transformation of diplomas can be different sources, the 
Ministry of Education is directly involved in the process of developing diplomas. 
Ultimately, it is the ministry that decides. In Spain, too, qualifications are subject 
to political coordination as a national council composed of government repre- 
sentatives, social partners and regions supervises the development of all 
qualifications. 

The fact that Germany has no comprehensive system is evident in the 
process of development of standards. With regard to the Ausbildungsberufe, 
broadly composed committees, in which the social partners and the govern- 
ment are represented, are established when a study programme plan is to be 
renewed. The social partners nominate experts in the actual job and also review 
the work of the experts. The study programme, however, complies with the 
criteria laid down by the federal government jointly with the /.ander govern- 
ments. Compared to the Ausbildungsberufe, the role of the social partners in 
the development of qualifications of Weiterbildungsberufe is even stronger but 
almost absent in the process of qualification development for the Schulberufe. 
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9 . 6 . The impact of the European five-level system 
on national frameworks 

Major reforms in qualification systems and structures have recently been imple- 
mented (England and Wales, the Netherlands) or are under discussion (France, 
Spain). In Germany, however, this applies only within higher education. In 
France and Spain, it is not the reform of the existing frameworks system that 
is being considered, it is the coherence between the various official qualifica- 
tion systems. 

From our analysis, it appears that in Spain and the Netherlands the Euro- 
pean system was taken into account in post-1986 reformations. The defini- 
tions of the Spanish levels in vocational education were taken from the Euro- 
pean five-level system and the introduction of level 1 in Dutch secondary 
vocational qualifications might have been inspired by this European system. 

In addition, the European five-level structure appeared in several national 
discussions. The European system has generated considerable resistance in 
Germany because the application of the European criteria, in the view of that 
country, places too low a value on German apprenticeship schemes within 
secondary vocational education. However, this resistance has not led to adjust- 
ment of either the German or the European system. In Spain, the desire to 
place secondary vocational education at a higher level in the European system 
led to the rephrasing of the definition of levels. The programmes of education 
and training were slightly adapted but not substantially changed. The Nether- 
lands studied the European system and claims its new secondary vocational 
education four-level system is identical to the first four levels of the European 
five-level structure but this equalisation cannot be justified from the criteria 
employed in both systems. 

As a formal or substantive frame of reference for the (re)positioning of the 
national systems, the European system appears to have played no role in 
France or England. The French and European systems are roughly compat- 
ible. England preferred to focus on policy measures tailored to the situation in 
England and Wales. The levels of the NVQ system (1 985) deliberately veered 
away from any articulation with EU levels. 





10. Towards a renewal 

of a European framework 
of qualification levels 



The experiences of the European training and qualification levels structure, 
both within the Member States investigated and in European-level debates, 
are rather mixed and controversial. However, even if this structure was never 
legally binding, it had direct effects on some Member States’ VET policy, 
and was broadly discussed and had indirect (slightly controversial) effects 
in the other Member States. In this final section, we try to summarise the 
experience. 



10.1. The multiple functions of a framework 

It is clear from our analysis of the aims of and developments in national clas- 
sification systems and frameworks that these have different backgrounds and 
meanings in each country. Systems use different criteria and descriptors, or no 
formal descriptors at all. In fact, the choice of criteria and descriptors reflects 
the social and political aims that stakeholders wish to see realised by such a 
framework. The English Dearing system, for example, is meant as an instru- 
ment to impose a certain order within a qualification ‘jungle’. The system is 
intended to be inclusive for many existing and quite heterogeneous qualifica- 
tions that ought to be placed at the respective levels. Therefore, the system 
does not use descriptors as the basis for the framework but simply states that 
qualifications are equivalent and ought to be placed at the same level. 

A further example comes from the Netherlands. New ideas were recently 
launched regarding the nature of qualifications in the Dutch secondary voca- 
tional education system. The argument for emphasising the necessity of new 
definitions was mainly that young people need to prepare for a lifetime career 
and not for a once-for-ever entry into a more or less narrow occupation. The 
1997 Dutch definitions presented in this report cannot, however, be regarded 
as covering this issue properly. As a consequence, the newly defined qualifi- 
cations do not intend only to convey actual occupational profiles but try to 
anticipate future developments as well. 

O 
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Stakeholders’ interests are expressed in the definition of standards, quali- 
fications and levels and in the procedures for the development of standards 
and qualifications. Definitions and procedures express what stakeholders agree 
to be expressed in qualifications and in a classification of qualifications. In the 
end, qualifications are social constructs representing a consensus (which may 
be limited in time) between the interests of various stakeholders. Qualification 
systems are not neutral. A system does not represent reality in a simple way. 
This brings us to the conclusion that discussions concerning the character of 
qualifications and of level frameworks are not so much technical discussions 
but rather discussions on what a classification should express and for what 
purposes a framework for the classification of qualifications should be used. 
It ought be stated that a framework has different functions for different sets of 
stakeholders and interest groups and is politically constructed. 

The most relevant functions and interest groups in this respect are: 

(a) national policy-making, which aims to establish an accessible, coherent 
and transparent set of qualifications, creating continuous qualification 
pathways, guaranteeing (lifelong) rights of progress through, and access 
to, a qualification system, enhancing public quality assessment, harmon- 
ising existing qualifications or regulating the education and training 
provision/market; 

(b) sectoral interests, which aim to keep education and training up to date 
with developments in job positions and occupations (in terms of content 
and occupational structures), establishing proper progression routes in 
terms of linked qualifications and diplomas, adapting particular educa- 
tion and training programmes to the needs of all segments of the sector, 
creating the grounds for an all-encompassing sector policy on educa- 
tion and training, etc.; 

(c) statistical analysis and research, assisting researchers in analysing 
similarities and differences in educational performances within socio- 
economic sectors, on a national or international basis, rating qualifica- 
tions or comparing hierarchies in qualifications and delivery; 

(d) providing information for organisations and individuals wanting to assess 
the currency of qualifications; bodies or enterprises accepting qualifi- 
cations for work or study, individuals wanting to identify qualifications 
relevant for future career opportunities or individuals wanting to assess 
the status of a qualification. 
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10.2. The dynamic of frameworks 

Qualification frameworks are, by definition, reference systems. Frameworks 
establish relationships between teaching and learning outcomes and perform- 
ances demanded by business and industry, on the one hand, and general or 
vocational qualifications and diplomas delivered by a given education or training 
system on the other. Qualification frameworks aim to make relationships between 
qualifications more transparent, as well as clarifying major differences between 
them. The major challenge of a qualification framework, therefore, is that it should 
be both transparent and relevant in terms of coping with the expectations of all 
stakeholders and interest groups. Meeting both ends and serving the individual 
employers and employees are apparently far from easy. Either a framework aims 
to cover a great variety of qualifications by simply equating them and allowing 
all existing qualifications to be included in one comprehensive framework (England 
and Wales, the new French and Spanish concepts) or a framework limits itself 
to a criteria-based representation of qualifications in one or more segments of 
the respective national education system (the Dutch, German and the current 
Spanish frameworks). The forthcoming framework in Spain, however, seems to 
be very much in line with the European framework. 

Establishing transparent and relevant relationships between qualifications 
within a framework will be even more difficult. The second article of the Council 
decision on the five-level system states: ‘the Commission, in close coopera- 
tion between the Member States, shall undertake work to fulfil the aims set out 
in Article 1 on the comparability of vocational training qualifications between 
the various Member States, in respect of specific occupations or groups of 
occupations (^s)’. It might be concluded from this quote that a close, if not direct, 
relationship between education and training certificates and job positions was 
assumed to exist in 1985. Is this still the case? All national frameworks are 
currently, and will presumably continue to be, under discussion in terms of how 
robust they are and how capable they are of coping with accelerated changes 
in both education and employment. All qualification frameworks are challenged 
by developments in the subsystems to which they are supposed to relate. 
Frameworks have to respond to developments such as: 

(a) increasing pressure on established and supra-workplace definitions of 
occupations. Traditionally, a qualification represents one or more distinct 
occupations. Decentralisation of wage negotiations, frequent changes 
in the organisation of production processes and increasing shop-floor 



(55) Council Decision 85/368/EEC of 16 July 1985 on the comparability of vocational training qualifica- 
tions between the Member States of the European Union. 
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autonomy question current definitions of occupations. The German 
Berufsprinzip, for instance, is currently coming under great pressure 
and runs the risk of becoming an isolated exception to this phenom- 
enon. Hence, occupational profiles and occupation-based qualifications 
seem to ask: ‘Do we really want to be so cautious? Aren't we sure that 
they are losing ground?’. What does this mean for the definition of levels 
and the definition of qualifications? 

(b) the proliferation of teaching and learning places or outcomes. Devel- 
opments in tertiary education, described in Section 7 and in Heitmann’s 
contribution hereunder, are a good example of this phenomenon. More 
generally, developments in work-based learning, in continuing educa- 
tion and training and lifelong learning, and organisation development 
challenge (see below) the monopoly of school and initial training. Learning 
becomes more open in terms of problem solving and developing new 
work methods and processes. There are no answers yet to how the 
outcomes of these open-ended learning processes can properly be 
defined in terms of standards and made transparent in view of an iden- 
tification of a comprehensive and discriminating set of levels; 

(c) the reassessment of the position of initial (vocational) education and its 
impact on standards. The necessity of lifelong learning, the increasing 
pressure on an individual to keep up with change and to stay employ- 
able for life, will challenge (see below) the traditional function of initial 
education. Initial education should no longer prepare for a once-for-ever 
entry into an occupation but for lifetime employability. In some countries, 
for instance in the Netherlands, the lifelong learning debate is moving 
towards the redefinition of initial vocational education and training stan- 
dards. Such standards, however, should not establish a close link to the 
labour market but should be more integrated with general education, 
offering a broad basis for a lifetime career, thus closing the gap between 
the aim of initial and continuous education The need for rearrangements 
in the balance between initial and post-initial education is discussed from 
the perspective of lifelong learning; not all education should be concen- 
trated in somebody’s youth. How can this be rationalised with using one 
and the same set of vocational standards and qualifications for the 
assessment of both initial and post-initial teaching and learning? 

Stakeholders need to agree on the aims and coverage of frameworks, which 
ought to take into account these developments. This is because, in most cases, 
several interest groups must share the feeling of ownership: the use of a frame- 
work is not limited to one single purpose. Furthermore, these developments 
are hardly, if at all, covered in today’s definitions of standards, qualifications 
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and qualification levels. The current Dutch, French, German and Spanish 
concepts are still too closely linked to (initial secondary) vocational education 
programming, while an equating meta-framework has no impact on existing 
qualifications and procedures. It leaves the answers to these questions to the 
bodies producing qualifications, allowing them to come up with their own 
answers. In the end, this policy will devalue the frameworks’ transparency and 
relevance for political, statistical and information purposes. More recent devel- 
opments in Spain and the UK, however, may indicate the direction to take. 



10 . 3 . Time for a new European initiative? 

What do these reflections mean for a European framework of qualifications? 
With the publication of the updated ISCED-97 manual in 1999, the position of 
the 1985 European five-level system has become disputable: are two frame- 
works necessary, and, if so, on what grounds should the 1 985 five-level system 
be updated? In any debate on frameworks at European level, both the following 
points are relevant. 

First, the definitions, the number of levels and the procedures for producing 
qualifications reflect the aims of a framework. Any framework is a product of 
the relative influence of stakeholders such as the State, economic sectors, 
social partners, individual enterprises, or the actors within the education system. 
A framework expresses their aims and purposes. Different aims will lead to 
different frameworks; no universal framework exists. 

Second, frameworks are not static and are not developed for eternity. Frame- 
works of qualifications establish relationships between moving targets. They 
link dynamic entities such as teaching and learning outcomes, performances 
demanded by business and industry, vocational qualifications or diplomas, and 
general and vocational segments of a national education system. Structural 
and conceptual changes in one of these entities do not necessariiy have an 
impact on frameworks. 

The 1999 revision of the ISCED-97 framework has its foundation in tradi- 
tional (initial) education systems and programmes. Descriptors such as entry 
ages, entry requirements and programme duration are no ionger relevant in 
an age of increasing programme flexibility, proiiferation of teaching and learning 
venues, and outcomes, and growing efforts for lifelong learning (se). 



(56) The level concept of the 1999 edition of ISCED is based on the content of the underlying education 
activities, using auxiliary criteria such as starting ages of participants, duration of programmes, 
entrance qualifications, and types of subsequent education for which those who complete the activ- 
ities are eligible (the 1999 manual, pp. 9-13). 
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The1999 framework does not take sufficiently into account new develop- 
ments in teaching and learning and in vocational education. In other words, 
there is no international or European framework yet that meets all the criteria 
identified in this section. 

The first point in defining basic concepts for a European framework is the 
identification of purposes: policy-making, serving sectoral interests, statistical 
analysis and research, and providing information. Sellin's observation that 
‘education and vocational training systems and the bureaucracies seem to 
resist with all their might any influences in connection with a ’’Europeanisation” 
of their structures’ P) implies that a European consensus on the renewal of 
the 1 985 five-level system, trying to compare qualifications between all present 
and future Member States, will be hard to obtain as long as common purposes 
are not clearly identified. The 1985 framework did not succeed in clarifying 
these purposes prior to its implementation. Each Member State identified its 
purpose and anticipated its impact differently. This is made clear by the analysis 
in this report, showing the quite different impact this framework had, for instance, 
in England, France and Germany in particular. In other words, there seems to 
be no broad consensus on the introduction of a European framework which 
could serve wider European Union policy intentions in education, training and 
employment. There exist, undoubtedly, objective needs in line with purposes 
linked to European labour mobility and teacher, pupil or trainee exchanges 
within Europe. 

If a common European social and employment policy were in place, then 
a closer cooperation in education and training matters would impose itself. 
However, as long as these policies are insufficiently high on the European 
agenda, a common understanding on qualifications, levels and frameworks 
does not impose itself. 

Focus on a special interest may include the social partners within the Euro- 
pean-level social dialogue and more especially certain branches and sectors 
within the sector-level dialogue, for example construction industries, transport 
and agriculture. In addition, such a framework may deliver clear indicators for 
statistical analyses and research, providing comparable information, for instance, 
to support the efforts of the Member States to implement action plans on employ- 
ment within a common European employment strategy and guidelines. Bigger 
European companies (and their social partners) may also have a special interest 
in such a transparency of training levels, especially if they have a European 
works council. 




(57) Sellin, B., 'Do joint European vocational training standards stand a chance?', discussion paper in 
Cedefop-Panorama, Thessaloniki, February 1996. 
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It seems that no easy solution in terms of an adequate basic concept is 
available. Perhaps we should not look for such a basic concept as a starting 
point for discussion and should not focus on a revival of the 1985 framework 
in the short term. There are quite a few arguments in favour of a more funda- 
mental rethinking of qualification frameworks, providing there is a consensus 
on the aims and purposes of such a European framework. In fact, the main 
arguments have already been identified in this section: 

(a) the need to rethink the impact of blurring demarcations between occu- 
pations; 

(b) the growing flexibility of educational and training programmes and provi- 
sions; 

(c) the proliferation of teaching and learning venues and outcomes; 

(d) the definition of hierarchies in competences in relation to both learning 
outcomes and company-based definitions of knowledge; 

(e) the need for a comprehensive level reference framework for learning 
pathways throughout somebody’s lifetime; 

(f) the widening of the set of (personal) skills demanded in business and 
industry (identity regulation, according to Alvesson) (^s). 

These topics should be reflected in the definition of levels, standards and 
qualifications. The analysis of the five Member States and their approach to 
level frameworks, however, seems to underline a general need for establishing 
such frameworks at least on the national level in order to ensure transparency 
and coherence. This trend may well, in the medium term, lead to a new Euro- 
pean initiative. The issue is not so much whether a new European initiative is 
or is not required. It is whether the same general need will be perceived at 
European level. 

European platforms might take the initiative to start this debate and study 
the impact of these developments on levels, standards and qualifications. While 
it is true that the product of such a project will not be the launching of a ready- 
made framework, the outcome will surely feed many debates about a new 
generation of (inter)national frameworks, capable of coping with a great variety 
of structural and conceptual changes in work, teaching and learning. 



(58) Alvesson, M., Knowledge work: ambiguity, image and identity, University of Lund, Sweden, 1998. 
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Annex 2. The European 

five-level framework 



Council Decision 

of 16 July 1985 

on the comparabiiity of vocational training qualifications between the Member 
States of the European Community (85/368/EEC) 



The Councii of the European Communities 

Having regard to the Treaty establishing the European Economic Community, and in partic- 
ular Article 128 thereof, 

Having regard to Council Decision 63/266/EEC of 2 April 1963 laying down general princi- 
ples for implementing a common vocational training policy (^), and in particular the eighth 
principle thereof, 

Having regard to the proposal from the Commission, as amended on 17 July 1984, 

Having regard to the opinion of the European Parliament (2), 

Having regard to the opinion of the Economic and Social Committee 

Whereas the eighth principle of Decision 63/266/EEC Is to make it possible to achieve the 
mutual recognition of certificates and other documents confirming completion of voca- 
tional training; 

Whereas the Council resolution of 6 June 1974 (^) on the mutual recognition of diplomas, 
certificates and other evidence of formal qualifications requires lists of such qualifica- 
tions recognised as being equivalent to be drawn up; 

Whereas the absence of the said mutual recognition is a factor inhibiting freedom of move- 
ment for workers within the Community, in so far as it restricts the possibility for workers 
seeking employment In one Member State to rely on vocational qualifications which they 
have obtained in another Member State; 

Whereas there is a very substantial degree of diversity in the vocational training systems in 
the Community; whereas these systems are constantly requiring adaptation to the new 
situations brought about by the impact of technological change on employment and job 
content; 

Whereas the Council resolution of 11 July 1983 concerning vocational training policies in 
the European Community in the 1 980s (^) affirmed the need for a convergence of poli- 
cies in the vocational training field, whilst recognising the diversity of training systems 
in the Member States, and the need for Community action to be flexible; 

Whereas it has been possible for the Commission to establish as a reference point, with the 
help of the Advisory Committee for Vocational Training, a structure of levels of training 
which represents a first step towards the achievement of the aims laid down in the eighth 
principle of Decision 63/266/EEC, but whereas this structure does not reflect all the 
training systems being developed in the Member States; 
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Whereas for the skilled-worker level within this structure, and for selected priority groups of 
occupations, it has been possible to arrive at practical job descriptions and to identify 
the corresponding vocational training qualifications in the various Member States; 

Whereas consultation with the vocational sectors concerned has provided evidence that 
these results can provide firms, workers and public authorities with valuable information 
concerning the comparability of vocational training qualifications; 

Whereas the same basic methodology could be applied to other occupations or groups of 
occupations on advice from the Advisory Committee for Vocational Training and with the 
collaboration of employers, workers and the public authorities in the vocational sectors 
concerned; 

Whereas it is therefore essential to make rapid progress towards the comparability of voca- 
tional training qualifications for all skilled workers, and to extend the work to other levels 
of training as quickly as possible; 

Whereas it is advisable to have all the necessary opinions, in particular that of the Advisory 
Committee for Vocational Training, and the technical assistance of the European Centre 
for the Development of Vocational Training, and to enable the Member States and the 
Commission to act in accordance with existing procedures; 

Whereas the Advisory Committee for Vocational Training delivered an opinion at its meeting 
on 18 and 19 January 1983; 

Whereas paragraph 21 of the report of the Committee on a People’s Europe of 29 and 30 
March 1985 should be taken into account. 



Has adopted this decision 

ARTICLE 1 

The aim of enabling workers to make better use of their qualifications, in particular for the 
purposes of obtaining suitable employment in another Member State, shall require, for 
features of job descriptions mutually agreed by the Member States on behalf of workers, 
within the meaning of Article 128 of the Treaty, expedited common action by the Member 
States and the Commission to establish the comparability of vocational training qualifi- 
cations in the Community and improved information on the subject. 

ARTICLE 2 

1 . The Commission, in close cooperation with the Member States, shall undertake work to 
fulfil the aims set out in Article 1 on the comparability of vocational training qualifications 
between the various Member States, in respect of specific occupations or groups of 
occupations. 

2. The work may use as a reference the structure of training levels drawn up by the Commis- 
sion with the help of the Advisory Committee for Vocational Training. The text of the said 
structure is attached to this Decision for information purposes. 

3. The work referred to in paragraph 2 shall first and foremost concentrate on the occu- 
pational qualifications of skilled workers in mutually agreed occupations or groups of 
occupations. 

4. The scope of this Decision may subsequently be extended to permit work to be under- 
taken, on a proposal from the Commission, at other levels of training. 
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5. The SEDOC register, used in connection with the European system for the international 
clearing of vacancies and applications for employment, shall, whenever possible, be 
used as the common frame of reference for vocational classifications. 

ARTICLE 3 

The following working procedure shall be employed by the Commission in establishing the 
comparability of vocational training qualifications in close cooperation with the Member 
States and the organisations of workers and employers at Community level: 

1. selection of the relevant occupations or groups of occupations on a proposal from the 
Member States or the competent employer or worker organisations at Community level; 

2. drawing up mutually agreed Community job descriptions for the occupations or groups 
of occupations referred to in the first indent; 

3. matching the vocational training qualification recognised in the various Member States 
with the job descriptions referred to in the second indent; 

4. establishing tables incorporating information on: 

(a) the SEDOC and national classification codes; 

(b) the level of vocational training; 

(c) for each Member State, the vocational title and corresponding vocational training 
qualifications; 

(d) the organisations and institutions responsible for dispensing vocational training; 

(e) the authorities and organisations competent to issue or to validate diplomas, certifi- 
cates, or other documents certifying that vocational training has been acquired; 

5. publication .of the mutually agreed Community job descriptions and the comparative 
tables in the Official Journal of the European Communities', 

6. establishment, within the meaning of Article 4(3), of a standard information sheet for 
each occupation or group of occupations, to be published in the Official Journal of the 
European Communities', 

7. dissemination of information on the established comparabilities to all appropriate bodies 
at national, regional and local levels, as well as throughout the occupational sectors 
concerned. 

This action could be supported by the creation of a Community-wide database, if experi- 
ence shows the need for such a base. 



ARTICLE 4 

1. Each Member State shall designate a coordination body, based wherever possible on 
existing structures, which shall be responsible for ensuring - In close collaboration with 
the social partners and the occupational sectors concerned - the proper dissemination 
of information to all interested bodies. The Member States shall also designate the body 
responsible for contacts with the coordination bodies in other Member States and with 
the Commission. 

2. The coordination bodies of the Member States shall be competent to establish appro- 
priate arrangements with regard to vocational training information for their competent 
national, regional or local bodies, as well as for their own nationals wishing to work in 
other Member States and for workers who are nationals of other Member States, on 
established cases of comparable vocational qualifications. 
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3. The bodies referred to in paragraph 2 may supply on request in all Member States an 
information sheet drawn up in accordance with the model provided for in the sixth indent 
of Article 3, which the worker may present to the employer together with his national 
certificate. 

4. The Commission is to continue studying the introduction of the European vocational 
training pass advocated by the Committee on a People’s Europe in paragraph 21 of its 
report of 29 and 30 March 1985. 

5. The Commission shall give the bodies referred to in paragraph 2, on request, all neces- 
sary assistance and advice concerning the preparation and setting-up of the arrange- 
ments provided for in paragraph 2, including the adaptation and checking of the rele- 
vant technical documents. 

ARTICLE 5 

The Commission shall, in close liaison with the national coordination bodies designated by 
the Member States, 

1 . review and update at appropriate, regular intervals, in close cooperation with the Member 
States and the organisations of workers and employers at Community level, the mutu- 
ally agreed Community job descriptions and the comparative tables relating to the com- 
parability of vocational training qualifications; 

2. where necessary, formulate proposals for a more efficient operation of the system including 
other measures likely to improve the situation as regards the comparability of vocational 
qualification certificates; 

3. where necessary, assist in the case of technical difficulties encountered by the national 
authorities of specialised bodies concerned. 

ARTICLE 6 

Each Member State shall submit to the Commission, for the first time two years after adop- 
tion of this Decision, and therefore every four years, a national report on the implemen- 
tation of this Decision and the results obtained. 

The Commission shall, at appropriate intervals, submit a report on its own work and on the 
application of this Decision in the Member States. 

ARTICLE 7 

This Decision is addressed to the Member States and the Commission. 



Done at Brussels, 16 July 1985 



For the Council 
The President 

M. Fischbach 

0) OJ 63, 20.4.1963, p. 1338/63. 

(2) OJ C77, 19.3.1984, p. 11. 

( 3 ) OJC35.9.2.1984. p. 12. 

(^) OJC98. 20.8.1974, p. 1. 

(5) OJC193, 20.7.1983, p. 2. 
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ANNEX 

Training-level structure referred to in Article 2(2) 

LEVEL 1 

Training providing access to this level: compulsory education and professional initiation. 

This professional initiation is acquired at an educational establishment, in an out-of-school 
training programme, or at the undertaking. The volume of theoretical knowledge and 
practical capabilities involved is very limited. 

This form of training must primarily enable the holder to perform relatively simple work and 
may be fairly quickly acquired. 

LEVEL 2 

Training providing access to this level: compulsory education and vocational training (including, 
in particular, apprenticeships). This level corresponds to a level where the holder is fully 
qualified to engage in a specific activity, with the capacity to use the instruments and 
techniques relating thereto. 

This activity involves chiefly the performance of work which may be independent within the 
limits of the relevant techniques. 

LEVEL 3 

Training providing access to this level: compulsory education and/or vocational training and 
additional technical training or technical educational training, or other secondary level 
training. 

This form of training involves a greater fund of theoretical knowledge than level 2. Activity 
involves chiefly technical work which can be performed independently and/or entail exec- 
utive and coordination duties. 

LEVEL 4 

Training providing access to this level: secondary training (general or vocational) and post- 
secondary technical training. 

This form of training involves high-level technical training acquired at or outside educational 
establishments. The resultant qualification covers a higher level of knowledge and of 
capabilities. It does not generally require mastery of the scientific bases of the various 
areas concerned. Such capabilities and knowledge make it possible in a generally 
autonomous or in an independent way to assume design and/or management and/or 
administrative responsibilities. 

LEVEL 5 

Training providing access to this level: secondary training (general or vocational) and complete 
higher training. 

This form of training generally leads to an autonomously pursued vocational activity - as an 
employee or as a self-employed person - entailing a mastery of the scientific bases of 
the occupation. The qualifications required for engaging in a vocational activity may be 
integrated at these various levels. 
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Annex 3. The description format 

of national classification 
systems 



A. Official data 

1. Describe in short the ‘history’ of the (national) classification system(s) of vocational 
standards In operation in your country. 

• Which interests were taken into account? 

• Which aspects of earlier systems were or were not implemented in the system in 
operation? 

2. Which definition of standards do you use? 

• What is regarded as a standard in your country, expressed in a possible format? 

• What are the elements of standards (state of the art, relevance for the future)? 

• Which types of standards are used (industry standards, enterprise standards, school- 
based standards) and are you using one or more standards? 

• How to avoid bias (i.e. avoidance of bias and discrimination of the elements, which 
procedures)? 

3. About the definition of the classification system. 

• What is described in the classification system by definition and by component? 

• What elements are included in the system? 

• What is the number of levels which are used? 

• What is the definition of the levels used (i.e. the level descriptors)? 

• What are the criteria for the allocation of standards to levels? 

4. About the scope and binding nature. 

• Does your country have a national classification system or a number of regional 
classification systems or even branch-specific systerns? 

• If your country has specific regional or branch systems, where do they differ from 
each other? 

• What is the status of the system (mandatory or not)? 

5. What are the official aims and function(s) of classification system(s) as well as the 
actual aims and function(s) or aims/functions to be obtained in the near future? 

6. Which procedures for the development of standards were followed? 

• Which aspects of the procedure are regularised? 

• Which aspects are the subject of decision-making by the people involved? 

• Who has to be involved? 
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• Who should take the initiative to update standards? 

• Do you use fixed and formal periods of validity of standards? 

• Give a description of formal procedures or the most common 
procedures step by step. 

• Which (standard) bodies are formally recognised for the purpose of developing 
and maintaining the standards? 

7. Describe the procedures for the validation and implementation of standards. 

• Does your country have different procedures for the adaptation of standards 
and the implementation of new standards in the classification system? 

• Give a description of the procedure(s) step by step. 

8. In which way are standards maintained? 

• Who is primarily responsible? 

• What is the period of reviewing the standards (maximum or minimum)? 

9. Describe the similarities and differences between the system(s) used in your country 
and the European five-level structure. 

• Which number of levels? 

• Which definition of levels? 

• The criteria for allocation. 

10. What is the way(s) in which the European five-level structure is (still) used in your 
country in addition to your ‘national’ system(s) for classification? 

B. Case studies 

1 . Give a description of the procedure for the development of standards recently executed 
in two sectors (healthcare and the construction industry): 

• People involved (national, regional bodies, position, background, part in the process, 
responsibility). 

• Procedures step by step. 

• Time span. 

• Which aids and appliances, resources and instruments were used. 

2. Describe the procedure(s) for the validation of standards in these two sectors. 

3. Describe the assessment of the procedures by people directly involved. 

• Workability of the steps and criteria for classification. 

• Compromises negotiated. 

• Opinion of the quality of the results. 

• Bottlenecks and other emerging problems caused by the implementation. 

C. Give your personal (expert) opinion about: 

1 . Positive and negative aspects of the classification system in your country procedures 
and classification criteria included. 

2. The potentials of the classification system to be used for accreditation of prior learning. 

• What should be changed to enhance these potentials? 
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LEVELS OF EDUCATION AT A GLANCE 



HOW TO D E 


TERMINE TH 


E LEVEL OF 


A 


PROGRAMME 


PROXY CRITERIA FOR CONTENT 


NAME OF THE LEVEL 


CODE 


I COMPLEMENTARY 


MAIN CRITERIA 


SUBSIDIARY CRITERIA 






t DIMENSIONS 


Educational properties 
School 

or centre-based 
Minimum age 
Upper age limit 


Staff qualification 


Pre-primary education 


0 


None 


Beginning 


Entry into the nationally 


Primary education 


1 


None 


of systematic 


designated primary 








apprenticeship of 


institutions or 








reading, writing 


programmes 








and mathematics 


Start of compulsory 


First stage of basic 








education 


education 






Subject presentation 


Entry after some six 


Lower secondary 


2 


Type of subsequent 


Full implementation 


years of primary 


education 




education or destination 


of basic skills 


education 








and foundation for 


End of the cycle after 


Second stage 




Programme orientation 


lifelong learning 


nine years since the 
beginning of primary 
education 
End of compulsory 
education 
Several teachers 
conduct classes in their 
field of specialisation 


of basic education 







Typical entrance 


(Upper) secondary 


3 Type of subsequent 


qualification 


education 


education or destination. 


Minimum entrance 




Programme orientation. 


requirement 




Cumulative duration since 






the beginning of 






ISCED level 3. 
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HOW TO 0 E 


TERMINE TH 


E LEVEL OF A 


PROGRAMME 


PROXY CRITERIA FDR CONTENTS 


NAME OF THE LEVEL !cODE 


COMPLEMENTARY 


MAIN CRITERIA 


SUBSIDIARY CRITERIA 


i 


DIMENSIONS 


Entrance requirement, 

Content 

Age 

Duration 




Post-secondary 4 

non-tertiary education 


Type of subsequent 
education or destination 
Cumulative duration 
since the begirining 
of ISCED level 3 
Programme orientation 


Minimum entrance 
requirement, 

Type of certification 

obtained 

Duration 




First stage of tertiary 5 

education (not leading 
directly to an advanced 
research qualification) 


Type of programmes 
Cumulative theoretical 
duration at tertiary-level 
National degree and 
qualification structure. 


Research-oriented 

content 

Submission of thesis 
or dissertation 


Prepare graduates 
for faculty and 
research posts 


Second stage of tertiary 6 
education (leading to 
an advanced research 
qualification) 


None 



ISCED CLASSIFICATION (old) 

The international standard classification of education (ISCED) was designed by Unesco in 
the early 1970s and adopted in 1978. It was ‘to serve as an instrument suitable for assem- 
bling, compiling and presenting statistics of education both within individuai countries and 
internationally’. In December 1 997, Unesco agreed on a new ISCED. The description of the 
‘oid’ ISCED levels (Eurostat statistics) are as follows. 

ISCED level 0 (pre-primary education) 

Education preceding primary education. In the vast majority of cases, it is not compulsory. 

ISCED level 1 (primary education) 

Begins between the ages of tour and seven, is compulsory in all cases and lasts five or six years as a rule. 

ISCED level 2 (lower secondary education) 

Compulsory schooling in all European countries. The end of this level often corresponds to the end of full-time 
compulsory school. 

ISCED level 3 (upper secondary education) 

Begins around the age of 14 or 15 and refers to either general, technical or vocational education. It may lead 
to the standard required for admission to higher education or it may be ‘terminal’, as is sometimes the case 
with vocational education and training. 

ISCED levels 5, 6, 7 (higher education) 

ISCED level 5 covers programmes which generally do not lead to the awarding of a university degree or equiv- 
alent, but admission to this level usually requires the successful completion of a programme 
at the upper secondary level. 

ISCED level 6 covers programmes leading to a first university degree or equivalent. 

^ ISCED level 7 covers programmes leading to a second, postgraduate university degree. 
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ACAC The Awdurdof Cwricwlwm acAsesu Cymru, Wales (Curriculum and 

Assessment Authority f or Wales) 

ACOA Advies Commissie Onderwijs Arbeidsmarkt (Independent 

Vocational Education and Labour Market Advisory Committee, the 
Netherlands) 



AES 

APL 

BEP 

BIBB 



Accuerdo Economico y Social (economic and social agreement, Spain) 
Accreditation of prior learning 

Brevets d’etudes professionnelles (vocational studies certificate, 
France) 

Bundesinstitut fur Berufsbildung (Federal Institute for Vocational 
Training, Germany) 



CAP Certificat d’aptitude professionnelle (certificate of vocational aptitude, 

France) 

Catalogue of Syllabus of regulated vocational training (Spain) 

FPR qualifications 



CCEA 

Cedefop 

CEP 

CEREQ 

CGFP 

CINOP 

CIREM 



Ciretoq 

CPC 



Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment 

European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training 

Certificat d'education professionnelle (certificate of vocational educa- 
tion, France) 

Centre d’dtudes et de recherches sur les qualifications (Centre for 
Study and Research on Qualifications, France) 

Consejo General de la Formacion Profesional (General Council for 
Vocational Training, Spain) 

Centrum voor de Innovatie van Opieidingen (Centre for the Innova- 
tion of Education and Training, the Netherlands) 

Centre d’iniciatives I Recerques Europees a la Mediterania (Foun- 
dation Centre for European Initiatives and Research in the Mediter- 
ranean, Spain) 

Cedefop’s network for research cooperation on trends in occupations 
and qualifications 

Commissions professionnelles consultatives (occupational profes- 
sional advisory committees, France) 
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CQP 

CTH 

CTP 

DESCO 

DfEE 

DUT 

EU 

EURES 

FPR 

GCSE 

GNVQ 

INEM 

ISCED 

lUT 

KMK 

LOB 

LOGSE 

MBO 

MEC 

NTO 
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Certificats de qualifications professionnelles (vocational qualification 
certificates, France) 

Commission technique d’homologation des titres et dipiomes (Tech- 
nical Commission for the Accreditation of Diplomas and Certificates, 
France) 

Catalogo de Tftulos Profesionales (catalogue of all the titles of regu- 
lated vocational training, Spain) 

Direction de I’enseignement scolaire (Directorate for School Educa- 
tion, France) 

Department for Education and Employment (UK) 

Dipiomes Universitaires Technologiques (\echn\ca\ university diplomas, 
France) 

European Union 

European employment services 

Formacion profesional reglada (regulated vocational training, Spain) 
General certificate of secondary education 
General national vocational qualification 

Institute Nacionalde Empleo (National Office for Employment, Spain) 

International standard classification of education 

Instituts universitaires de technologie (university institutes for tech- 
nology, France) 

Standige Konferenz derKultusministerder La/ider (Standing Confer- 
ence of Education Ministers of the Federal States, Germany) 

Landelijk Orgaan Beroepsonderwijs (National Body for Vocational 
Education, the Netherlands) 

Ley de Ordenacion General del Sistema Educative (law on the general 
regulation of the education system, Spain) 

Middelbaar beroepsonderwijs (senior secondary vocational educa- 
tion, the Netherlands) 

Ministry of Education and Culture (Spain) 

National training organisation 

1 18 
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NVQ 

OECD 

PCS 

QCA 

RVQ 

SEDOC 

SNC 

SVQ 

Unesco 

VET 
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National vocational qualification 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

Professions et categories socio-professionnelles (occupations and 
socio-professional categories, France) 

Qualifications and Curriculum Authority 

Review of vocational qualifications (England) 

Systeme Europeen de diffusion des off res et des demandes d'em- 
ploi en compensation internationale (European system for the distri- 
bution of international job offers and demands) 

Sistema nacionalde cualificaciones (national system of qualifications, 
Spain) 

Scottish vocational qualification 

United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation 
Vocational education and training 



Cedefop (European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training) 



European structures 
of qualification levels 

A synthesis based on reports on recent developments 
in Germany, Spain, France, the Netherlands 
and the United Kingdom (England and Wales) 
VOLUME 1 

Anneke Westerhuis 
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Office for Official Publications of the European Communities 

2001 -VI, 116 pp. -17.5x25 cm 

(Cedefop Reference series; 20 - ISSN 1 608-7089) 

Price (excluding VAT) in Luxembourg: EUR 8.50 
No of publication: 3016 EN 
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The need for accreditation of de facto or non-formal qualifications, 
learning during work or during lifelong learning, may lead to a new 
effort to adapt or develop national qualification frameworks further. 
This is the background to the reports presented in three volumes: 
Volume 1 is a synthesis of the five country reports published in Volume 
2 covering Germany, Spain, France; the Netherlands and England and 
Wales. Volume 3 is an expertise of recent developments in qualification 
levels of higher education. 

All documents strive to support the debate on the future of qualification 
frameworks at national, European or international levels. Central and 
Eastern European countries undergoing transformation processes of 
their education and employment systems are especially interested in 
this work. The outcome of the joint Cedefop/ETF project on scenarios 
and strategies for VET systems’ development also confirmed this. 

Anneke Westerhuis 
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